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"Tears have been central to myth, religion, poetry, and fiction through the ages,  
but until recently, remarkably little has been written in an attempt to explain  
and understand tears themselves. Perhaps no other fundamental human activity has 
received so little direct and sustained attention."  
 
— Tom Lutz, Crying: A Natural and Cultural History of Tears (1999) 
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ABSTRACT 
A Phenomenological Exploration of the Adult Crying Experience  
to Music Listening 
Emi Takagi Stapler 





 The purpose of this study was to begin developing an understanding of the 
personal, subjective experience of crying responses to music that arouses emotions.  
A phenomenological research method was used, which studies the lived experience of 
an individual in regard to a specific phenomenon, in this case to the crying response 
to music listening.  This research investigated the subjective experiences individuals 
have while listening to music and the essence of the experiences that may exist in this 
experience through a phenomenological interview.  The existing literature only 
contained one reference to crying to music, therefore, further research was necessary 
for this phenomenon.  The literature review contains literature and research in regard 
to crying and music that provide a foundation for the phenomenon explored.   
 Four participants signed consent and participated in the study. The results of 
the data analysis indicated that situational contexts, music, text or performance can 
have an influence on their experiences; there are connections, associations, or 
thoughts to real, anticipated, imagined or recollected relationships; physical 
exhibitions of intensity or anxiety were experienced between all participants; and 
crying experiences are personal.    
 The essence of the experience emerged as the essential structures were 
compared to the literature review, and the final results indicated that relationships 
play a large role in the crying experience to music. Text or lyrics, situational contexts, 
 xi
physiological responses, and that the intimate nature of the crying experience were 
also important parts of the essence of the experience. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 Music therapists work with clients’ emotional responses to music, and crying in 
response to music is a frequent occurrence and a normal response to music listening; 
however, little is known about the experience of this crying response to music.   After 
reviewing relevant literature, it seemed as though there had been little research in regard 
to adult crying (Vingerhoets, 1996), and more specifically, to the crying experience to 
music.  The purpose of this research was to begin developing an understanding of the 
subjective experience of normal adults’ crying responses to music that arouses emotions.   
 A phenomenological research design was used for this research, because this 
design would best explore the subjective crying experience of the participants.  Four (4) 
participants were recruited and asked to participate in an in-depth interview encouraging 
the participant to share an experience he or she had crying to music.  The emerging 
themes from this type of interview would allow for deeper, more specific exploration of 
this topic in the future.   
The participants were asked to describe their subjective experience of having a 
crying response while listening to music.  The interview opened with an open-ended 
question such as “Can you describe your experience while listening to music when you 
felt like crying, felt tearful, felt overcome by emotion or cried?” The researcher asked 
additional questions to encourage the participants to expand on the topics they shared in 
their description.  When the participants felt they had described their past experience 
fully, they were asked to listen to the music that elicited the crying response in the past.  
The participants were given the opportunity to add to or expand on their previous 
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description after listening to the piece of music, if the music brought back any additional 
thoughts, experiences, recollections or new experiences.    
 The results of this study may provide music therapists and other health 
professionals with a better understanding of responses to music that may elicit this 
normal, crying response.  This knowledge may help music therapists develop clinical 
methods of supporting and encouraging this type of client expression through the use of 
music.  This study may also help direct future research into more specific areas of inquiry 
related to the crying response to music listening and the use of different, client-specific 
genres of music. 
 Studies and literature have researched areas such as contexts of crying 
(Vingerhoets et. al., 2002), crying and mood (Sakuragi et. al., 2002), crying and 
attachment (Nelson, 2005), culture and gender influences on crying (Fooladi, 2005), 
music as a peak experience (Lowis, 2002), and music and emotion (Meyer, 1956); 
however, there is a gap in the literature researching the experience of crying to music 
listening.   
There have been numerous studies and theories that have researched the contexts 
of crying, and crying and mood.  Frey (1985), for example, theorized that the secretion of 
tears is a way for humans to achieve homeostasis when levels of stress hormones in the 
blood are high.  Vingerhoets, Cornelius and Van Heck have explored whether crying is a 
displacement activity that is meant to release tension (Vingerhoets, 1996).  Cornelius 
(1982) and others such as Kottler (1996) have also focused on social communication and 
manipulation in their research (Vingerhoets, 1996).  Other studies have been limited to 
exploring the associations crying has with personality, health, and mood and psycho-
physiological functioning (Vingerhoets, 1996; Martin, 1991; Sakuragi et. al., 2002).  
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Although many studies have tried to research the precise contexts and the accompanying 
emotions that elicit crying, the results and theories of these studies have been 
confounding (Vingerhoets, 1996).  Crying in psychotherapy has also been addressed by 
Labott (1992), Cornelius et. al. (2001) and Nelson (2005).   
 According to Koestler (1966), aesthetic crying may serve as a form of expression 
for individuals when they experience an overwhelming feeling of existential 
powerlessness.  This may happen with a great work of art, such as a piece of music, 
where all one can do is weep.  Research has found that there are times where there is 
nothing else one can do but surrender through the expression of tears, to these 
overwhelming feelings.  Therefore, Koestler (1966) links aesthetic crying with 
Vingerhoets’ (2001) finding that crying often seems to be accompanied by feelings of 
powerlessness.   
Culture also seems to play a role in how an individual chooses to express his 
emotional experiences through tears (Fooladi, 2005).  For example, Western culture 
seems to see crying as a negative or undesirable display of emotions (Solomon, 1997), 
especially for men.  Research has explored crying related to sadness and depression, and 
has found fewer occurrences of crying in positive or joyful experiences (Vingerhoets, 
1996).  Personality, biology, situational contexts and learned behaviors may also play a 
role in the way crying or weeping is expressed (Vingerhoets et. al., 2001).   
 Other literature has discussed emotional reactions or changes in mood after 
weeping, but again, failed to focus on the experience of crying (Martin, 1991).  A study 
by Sakuragi, Sugiyama and Takeuchi (2002) focused on the mood and heart rate 
variability when crying and explored whether crying serves as a release when in a 
depressed mood (Sakuragi, Sugiyama & Takeuchi, 2002).  The result of this study 
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showed that laughing has strong, transient effects on the autonomic nervous system, 
while weeping or sadness have moderate, sustained effects.   
Thinking, memory and perception moderate both situational influences in 
emotional expression and associations or connotations made during an emotional 
experience to a piece of music (Meyer, 1956).  Emotional experiences while listening to 
music are influenced by social relationships and may be covertly or overtly expressed.  
Nelson (2005) theorized that music is closely related to attachment and caregiving 
behaviors, and has been used as a way to communicate the emotion of crying for 
centuries. 
 Music can serve as a form of communication (Chavin, 2002), has aesthetic 
principles and types of listeners (Meyer, 1956), and can also serve as an expression of or 
channel for emotions.  Chavin (2002) illustrated that music, when used correctly, has the 
ability to influence mood, behavior, speech, interpersonal relations and the ability, for 
those diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, to perform daily activities.  Other literature has 
attempted to describe the ability music has to express emotions without words, emotions 
that do not have words, or multiple emotions simultaneously (Sparshott, 1994). 
 Individual preference for music has also been linked with peak experiences in a 
study by Lowis (2002).  This study explored music as a trigger for peak experiences 
among a college staff population and also illustrated differences between active and 
passive listeners.  Ninety-three percent of the 102 staff members who participated in the 
study reported music as the most frequent antecedent to a peak experience, as discussed 
by Maslow.  The importance that one holds for music seemed to be associated with 
individuals who were able to reach peak experiences through music as opposed to a 
different activity.    
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Lastly, studies of the emotional responses to music conducted in by Goodman 
(2000) and Hinman (2005) provide examples of previous phenomenological research 
conducted in the field of music therapy, which explore responses to music. As mentioned 
above the previous literature provided a foundation for the study, and did not specifically 
refer to the phenomenon of crying to music. There was only one subheading in a chapter 
that even mentioned crying in regards to music listening (Nelson, 2005). 
 The research and literature that exist provide valuable information about the 
phenomenon of crying and the communicative characteristics of music, but have failed to 
search for an understanding of the experience of crying to music.  Moreover, any studies 
that have touched on the use of music to induce crying responses (Sakuragi et. al., 2002) 
did not focus on the musical triggers of crying.    
 A possible limitation of this type of study is that emotional crying responses to 
music only occur to a certain subset of people; this study was also delimited by the small 
number of participants who were be recruited, recordings had to be used in the interview 
to listen to experiences the participants had to live music, all of the participants were 
raised in the Western culture, and this study cannot be generalized to children. 
Crying in response to music is a common occurrence and a normal response to 
music listening; however, little is known about the experience of this phenomenon 
(Vingerhoets, 1996).  The purpose of this research was to begin developing an 
understanding of the subjective experience of crying responses to music that arouses 
emotions.  This research explored the subjective experiences individuals have listening to 
music and the universal themes that may exist in this experience through a 
phenomenological interview.  The results of the study indicate that relationships play a 
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large role in the crying experience to music, as well as text or lyrics, situational contexts, 
physiological responses, and that the crying experience is very personal and intimate.   
The studies and literature on crying had been limited to researching associations 
crying has with personality, health, mood, and psychological functioning, as well as the 
contexts in which crying occurs.  There had also been literature on the cultural influences 
on crying, and music as a frequently reported peak experience among college staff 
(Sakuragi et. al. 2002), however, these studies failed to explore the experience of crying 
to musical stimuli.    
The next chapter will outline the literature that covers the separate topics relevant 
to the phenomenon of crying to music, and illustrate the gap in literature and research that 
exists in the lived experience of crying to music listening.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 Overview 
 Crying is a normal, healthy phenomenon (Koestler, 1966) that has surprisingly 
received little attention in literature until recently, and the crying experience to music 
listening in particular has been virtually ignored.  The following literature discusses the 
research and writing that has explored 1) adult crying, 2) the adult crying experience in 
psychotherapy, 3) crying and mood, 4) gender 5) thinking, memory and expectation 6) 
empathy 7) film music and crying, 8) music and feeling, 9) crying and music, 10) images 
and associations to music, 11) music as communication, 12) preferred music 13) meaning 
in music and 14) phenomenological studies in music therapy.  These categories provide 
the foundation for this study, as they explore the different elements that frame the 
experience of crying to music listening, and identify the gap in the literature that exists in 
regard to this phenomenon.      
 
2.2 Theories and Literature in Adult Crying 
 Koestler (1966) discussed in a section of his book The Act of Creation, that there 
had been a great deal of literature about the psychology of laughter, but hardly any 
literature of the psychology of weeping.  Koestler also differentiated the difference 
between weeping and crying.  Weeping is defined as the “overflow of the tear glands and 
a specific form of breathing” which varies in intensity from a lump in the throat to 
“convulsive sobbing” (Koestler, 1966, p. 271).  Crying is described as having a role of 
communication, where an individual may emit “sounds signaling distress, protest, or 
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some other emotion” (Koestler, 1966, p. 272).  Crying may be combined or alternated 
with weeping.   
 Koestler also outlined situations in which an individual may weep.  The typical 
situations he described were raptness, mourning, relief, in sympathy (joy or sorrow) and 
in self-pity.  Raptness may be an experience that causes a welling-up of emotions and a 
weeping response when an individual witnesses or experiences aesthetic beauty.  Hearing 
a beautiful piece of music, seeing a majestic landscape, or being in love may result in 
self-transcending emotions, which “cannot be consummated by any specific voluntary 
action” (Koestler, 1966, p. 273).  These private emotions do not “demand [any] action 
beyond feeling them” (Lutz, 1999).  Mourning is a situation in which nothing can be 
done, but to passively surrender to the powerful emotions.  The death of a loved one, for 
example, may cause tears of grief; this is a very different experience than the tears of joy 
described in raptness.   
Relief is another situation that may cause someone to weep, and may involve a 
mix of feelings.  There may be a sudden relief of anxiety and the joy of the good news, 
which may result in an alternation between laughing and weeping.  Tears of sympathy 
may be with another person’s joy or sorrow.  Weeping in sympathy for another person 
first requires identification, in which the sympathizer forgets his or her own existence 
while participating in the existence of another.  The experience of genuine emotions 
follows this identification and may lead to weeping in sympathy (Koeslter, 1966, p. 278).  
Lastly, weeping in self-pity is an expression of helplessness after an individual’s efforts 
have been exhausted, and they feel a need for love, sympathy and consolation of which 
they feel deprived.  This may also be a desire to be reunited with a person, or some higher 
entity, of which the self feels to be a part.   
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The identification of crying behaviors, such as the functions and triggers of 
human tears, has been the focus of recent theorists and researchers, and the subjective 
experience has not been addressed.  Frey (1985), for example, theorized that weeping is a 
way for humans to achieve homeostasis when levels of stress hormones in the blood are 
high.  Vingerhoets, Cornelius and Van Heck have explored whether crying is a 
displacement activity that is meant to release tension (Vingerhoets, 1996).  Cornelius 
(1982) and others, including Kottler (1996), have also focused on social communication 
and manipulation of crying in their research (Vingerhoets, 1996).  Other studies have 
looked at associations crying has with personality, health, and mood and psycho-
physiological functioning (Vingerhoets, 1996; Martin, 1991; Sakuragi et. al., 2002).  
Thus, research has explored the social, psychological, and physical functions of crying, 
but has not adequately addressed the crying experience to music listening.  In the book 
Seeing Through Tears, Nelson (2005) briefly touched on the topic in a subheading in one 
of her chapters, which will be discussed later in this chapter.    
 Vingerhoets, Cornelius and Van Heck (1996) researched whether crying is, in 
fact, a displacement activity to release tension.  Two studies were conducted in the form 
of a questionnaire in a popular women’s magazine and a popular magazine of 
psychology.  Although a particular event or specific situation was not necessary, it was 
not a sufficient condition to instigate the crying reaction.  Data showed that the crying 
response is often postponed until conditions are more ideal (when one is alone), which 
suggests that crying does not necessarily serve as an immediate displacement activity to 
release tension.  Thus, crying may have a different function for different people, and in 
different social situations.   
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 A review by Vingerhoets, Cornelius, Van Heck, and Becht (2000) attempted to 
create a model of adult crying and describe the situations and emotions that elicit crying.  
This review also takes into account the possible moderating effects of environmental, 
personal, and cultural factors on crying.  Vingerhoets et. al. (2000) concluded that a 
model of adult crying is necessary, because previous literature of crying has been full of 
ungrounded speculation, has been unsystematic and not sufficiently theory driven. 
 Nelson (2005) stated in her book Seeing Through Tears: Crying and Attachment 
that crying has been misunderstood and oversimplified both culturally and clinically.  
Crying is one of the primary ways in which human beings learn to communicate their 
needs during infancy, and is still one of the ways “in which we ask for, and know when to 
give, love and care” (Nelson, 2005, p. 6).  It seems that crying has been promoted in the 
past 30 years as “being good for you”, as a means to promote emotional expression, 
however, the conflict, shame or experience an individual feels has not been adequately 
addressed (Nelson, 2005, p. 5).  Crying is often encouraged as being good for someone to 
“let it all out” and the goal appears to ultimately be to stop the crying behavior.  Nelson 
also discusses crying and attachment, including crying in a therapy relationship, which 
will be discussed later in this chapter (Nelson, 2005).   
 
2.3 Research of the Adult Crying Experience in Psychotherapy 
 In addition, there is a study that researches the role of weeping in psychotherapy.  
Labott, Elliott and Eason (1992) sought to examine the role of weeping in psychotherapy 
after identifying that no studies had been performed on weeping in the context of 
psychotherapy.  Although laboratory studies do not seem to support the theory, it is 
believed by many psychotherapists that weeping in psychotherapy is healthy for clients 
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and that it may decrease depression.  The researchers investigated the role of weeping in 
psychotherapy through interviews over 16 therapy sessions.   This study concluded that 
an integrated four-factor theory of weeping was necessary where major factors such as 
“unfinished emotionality, current distress, the traditional concepts of reliability and 
validity were redefined in accord with the assumptions of human science research” 
(Labott et. al. 59-60).  Ultimately, they emphasized the need to study more weeping 
events. 
 Fooladi (2005) studied cultural aspects of crying, and concluded that therapists 
and health professionals cannot assume that crying leads to better health.  A better 
understanding of the crying phenomenon and the client’s individual perceptions of crying 
is necessary to best serve and understand our clients.  Their research also concluded that 
cultural perceptions strongly determined the after effects an individual has to crying, and 
this information is important in order for a therapist or health professional to best support 
a client’s crying response.    
 Nelson (2005) discussed the often overlooked attachment and caregiving 
messages that crying in therapy can convey.  Nelson (2005) groups her understanding of 
the role of crying in the clinical moment into four categories: 
1) Crying may be seen as an intersubjective, two-person relationship behavior 
 mutually generated and mutually regulated. 
2) A crying episode represents layers and stages of grief. 
3) Crying in psychotherapy is an indicator of the state of the attachment bond in the 
 therapeutic relationship. 
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4) Crying reflects the patient’s attachment style and caregiving style, which suggests 
 certain principles that the clinician may use to inform responses to crying and 
 inhibited crying.  (Nelson, 2005, p. 151) 
Crying represents both attachment behaviors and caregiving, and may be considered a 
two-person intersubjective behavior in therapy.  This is a different context of crying 
where the focus of the weeping experience does not focus on the internal individual 
dynamics of affect discharge, on which other studies and literature have focused, but 
rather on the relationship.   
A patient’s tears during a therapy session with a therapist (like a mother and 
crying child) defy language, and involve “parts of the brain and the being far more basic 
and powerful than words” (Nelson, 2005, p. 154).  Careful exploration of crying in the 
therapeutic relationship may help therapists better understand the patient’s experience, 
and if a therapist is attuned to the affect, they may provide empathy that supports better 
affect regulation for the client (Nelson, 2005).     
A therapist must also be aware that in a two-person intersubjective weeping 
experience, their own attachment and caregiving bond and issues will arise.  Therapists 
must be aware of their own countertransferences during a session in which a client 
weeps, and they also must be aware of their own attitudes toward crying in a 
psychotherapy session (Nelson, 2005).  Cornelius and Labott (2002) write that clinicians 
generally seem to think that crying is a healthy and necessary response in therapy.  Other 
therapists may perceive crying as an interruption and may discourage this form of 
emotional expression.  More research is necessary to better assess the general attitudes of 
therapists and health professionals to crying clients or patients; however, research has 
shown that the majority of those therapists and health professionals who were surveyed 
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welcomed and even sympathized with the crying responses of their clients or patients 
(Cornelius and Labott, 2001).  There are different theoretical perspectives on the role of 
weeping in therapy, but therapists in particular seem to use this emotional expression to 
aid to promote change (Labott, 2001).     
  
2.4 Crying and Mood 
 Next, there have been previous studies of and theories about the context of crying 
and crying and mood.  Nonetheless, the results of previous research and theories 
regarding the precise contexts and the accompanying emotions that elicit crying have 
been so confounding that it “prevents adequate theorizing about the actual psychological 
meaning of events eliciting crying reactions” (Vingerhoets, 1996, p. 324).  The contexts 
and accompanying emotions, however, serve as crucial information in differentiating 
happy tears from sad tears, and tears of anger from tears of shame (Vingerhoets, 2002).  
It is unclear how social contexts specifically influence crying behaviors, but it is clear 
that the presence of others has the potential to influence the inhibition or expression of a 
crying response (Vingerhoets et. al., 2001).   
There may also be an association between crying and feelings of helplessness or 
powerlessness in a situation, as discussed by Vingerhoets et. al. (2000).  The most 
frequently reported emotions associated with adult crying were grief, sadness, joy, anger, 
frustration, self-pity, helplessness and powerlessness.  It is unclear whether these 
emotions precede the crying experience or happen during the crying experience 
(Vingerhoets et. al., 2002).  These findings are also related to some of the situations 
discussed by Koestler (1966) such as tears of self-pity or raptness (aesthetic beauty), 
where there seems to be nothing one can do but surrender to tears.   
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The study by Sakuragi, Sugiyama and Takeuchi (2002) focused on the mood and 
heart rate variability when crying and explored whether crying serves as a release when 
in a depressed mood (Sakuragi, Sugiyama & Takeuchi, 2002).  Four college-aged 
females volunteered for this study, and were asked to view both comic and tragic films.  
The result of this study showed that laughing has strong, transient effects on the 
autonomic nervous system, while weeping or sadness have moderate, sustained effects.  
This supports Weld’s (1912) theory that emotions are temporary and evanescent, and “the 
mood is relatively permanent and stable” (as cited in Meyer, 1956). 
 
2.5 Culture and Crying 
 Culture also seems to play a role in how an individual chooses to express his or 
her emotional experiences through tears.  For example, Western culture seems to treat 
crying as an undesirable or even shameful display of emotions (Solomon, 1997).  Other 
cultures have specific situations in which crying is or is not acceptable.  Crying is taboo 
for the Taraja tribe in Indonesia, for example, except at funerals or for women who are 
unable to conceive (Vingerhoets et. al., 2001).  Research has explored crying related to 
sadness and depression, and has found fewer occurrences of crying in positive or joyful 
experiences (Vingerhoets, 1996).  This may have cultural or gender influences, but could 
these results be influenced by the kinds of or manner in which questions in the study were 
asked?   
 Robert Solomon’s (1997) chapter “In Defense of Sentimentality” discusses the 
negative reputation sentimentality receives, particularly in the Western culture.  He 
discusses that there is nothing wrong with sentimentality, and maps out his theories of 
why prejudices may have arose over sentimentality in the past centuries.  This rejection 
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of sentimentality in Western culture seems to be a fear of emotion, and is also found in 
the history of the arts.  Sentimentality should be an equally experienced and accepted 
emotion that should be more frequently expressed and acknowledged as a healthy 
emotional response. 
 Crying or weeping has different connotations in different cultures.  The 
expression of this human emotion is by no means universal. In certain cultures crying is 
seen as an inappropriate behavior, a sign of weakness or an “inability to manage one’s 
emotions, especially for men” (Fooladi, 2005, p. 254), and the Arabian or Latin cultures, 
for example, use tears more freely for emotional expression (Fooladi, 2005).  Vingerhoets 
et. al. (2001) supposed that culture also influences emotion regulation, and this may result 
“in either increased or decreased emotional expression accompanied by tears” 
(Vingerhoets et. al. 2001).   
 Culture and development play a role in the change of infant to adult crying, and 
the irony in many cultures is that the behavior infants use to draw others near is a 
behavior that adults tend to hide from others and seek refuge before crying (Zeifman, 
2001).  Therefore, although there are aspects of crying that are universal, other aspects 
such as regulation of crying and emotions are culturally learned and determined (Becht 
et. al., 2001).   
 Crying responses are not limited to cultural, social or interpersonal influences.  
The personality of an individual can be “an important predictor of whether or not 
someone will cry in a certain situation…[or] whether one will cry in a less emotional 
situation” (Vingerhoets et. al., 2001, p. 131).  Biological factors and social or operant 
learning conditions will also influence the expression of a crying response (Vingerhoets 
et. al., 2001).   





 In addition to society and culture, gender differences also play a role in the 
expression of crying.  Gender differences in the expression of crying do not begin to be 
evident until early adolescence.  Boys and girls have similar patterns and frequency of 
crying until about the age of 13, when studies have found that crying decreases in boys 
and stabilizes in girls (Vingerhoets et. al., 2001).  This illustrates that although there are 
hormonal and biological differences between men and women, socialization influences 
the expression of tears during adulthood.  According to recent cross cultural studies there 
has been more tolerance for male tears and it can even be seen as a desirable, likable trait.  
Men who cry are said “to have feminine and masculine traits, a healthy attitude toward 
emotional experiences and a disregard for social stereotypes in favor of well-being” 
(Fooladi, 2005, p. 248-249).   
 Gender differences are also evident in emotions identified or experienced while 
listening to music.  A study by Sopchak (1955) reported that men and women were 
equally responsive to mood or emotional responses which are thought to be portrayed in a 
piece of music.  The subjects in this study were asked to select specific adjectives from a 
list provided.  An investigation by Hart and Cogan (1976) suggested that familiarity with 
the style of music (in this case, classical) and the sex of a listener may interact to produce 
unique mood/emotional responses (Hodges, 1980, p. 115).  Women in this study reported 
more positive emotional responses such as stimulation or joy, than the male listeners.    
 
2.7 Thinking, Memory and Expectation 
 Experiences while listening to music would not be possible without thought and 
   17
  
 
memory.  Thought and memory are the foundation for expectation, associations, 
connotations, and ultimately, an individual’s mood and affect.  Expectation depends on 
memory processes in very important ways.  As we listen to a particular musical work we 
organize our experience and expectations of our past experiences with that piece or in 
terms of our memories of earlier musical or non-musical experiences (Meyer, 1956).  It is 
also important to note that memory is not absolute, and the “traces left in the memory by 
experiences are constantly changing” (Meyer, 1956, p.89).    
 Structural factors in the music may also play a role in the way we processes 
images and memories while listening to a piece of music.  The presence or absence of 
musical organization such as good continuation, melodic continuity, rhythmic 
continuation, and metric continuation may have an influence on the listener’s experience.  
When there is good musical organization the listener’s mind may be more open to other 
experiences such as affect (Meyer, 1956).  Familiarity to the structure of a piece or the 
style of a piece of music may also play a role in the listener’s experience.  A positive 
emotional reaction to a style of music that is not typically preferred by a listener may take 
the listener by surprise, or the familiarity of a style or structure of a piece may bring back 
memories of a previous experience to that style of music.   
 
2.8 Empathy  
 Emotional involvement and responses are a frequent part of the experience of art.  
Empathy is a term used to describe a listener or spectator’s emotional involvement in the 
emotions represented or implied in a work of art.  The word empathy was originally 
translated from a German word meaning “feeling into”.  This process of “feeling into” is 
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a key part of the emotional experience to art (Kreitler and Kreitler, 1972).  Katz (1963) 
defined empathy in the following manner: 
When we experience empathy, we feel as if we were experiencing someone else’s 
feelings as our own.  Our involvement becomes physical [yet] to empathize does 
not mean that the individual must experience physical sensations; empathy can be 
physical, imaginative or both. (as quoted in Kreitler and Kreitler, 1972, p. 265) 
 
 Observing other people going though emotional experiences is also a stimulus for 
emotions.  The process of representation may involve the theory of representation at a 
conscious level, where an individual must first understand their perceptions intellectually.  
This is followed by an imaginative understanding of their perceptions, which is the step 
where associations and memories become involved in the process.  Repressed or 
unconscious feelings and memories also play a role in the emotional experience, 
especially in art, which is not included in this theory of emotional processing (Kreitler 
and Kreitler, 1972).     
 
2.9 Film Music and Crying 
 Other literature has discussed emotional reactions or changes in mood to music, 
but again, fails to focus on the experience of crying (Martin, 1991).  The Martin study 
explored film-induced emotional crying, and associated crying with depressed mood.  
The researchers conducted a series of studies that examined the effect that a waiting 
period, exposure to humor, repetition of the cry-inducing stimuli, a period of cognitive 
processing and sad music had on crying.   The researchers did not find evidence in the 
data that crying improved mood, through the tension-release principle, but humor seemed 
to help improve mood.      
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2.10 Music and Feeling 
The ability music has to evoke moods and images, has been said to be one of the 
greatest appeals of music (Ratner, 1983, p.61).  This may be a result of the associations or 
connotations a listener has to the text, musical texture and movement of a particular piece 
of music.  Music has the power to stir up feelings in a listener, whether the music is set to 
text or if it purely instrumental.  The lyrics in a piece of music may open up the 
possibility for cognitive associations which may cause tears or soothe them (Nelson, 
2005).  In music without text, however, “nuances of feeling can [also] be conveyed 
instrumentally, as when a violin or a flute swells on a tone to create an instant of 
urgency” (Ratner, 1983, p. 3).  These instrumental characteristics also have the ability to 
influence cognitive associations which may lead to, or soothe, tears.  
Feelings felt while listening to music are personal, and two people listening to the 
same piece of music may have very different reactions or associations.  One experience is 
not better or worse than another; each experience is unique and individual (Fredrickson, 
1997).  Although each experience is unique, a group of individuals listening to the same 
piece of music may also have similar connotations through their associations, which may 
be a shared part of a music listening experience.    
Emotional responses may be covert or overt, and Meyer (1956) discusses Henry 
Aiken’s belief that of the special characteristics of an individual’s response “to aesthetic 
objects is the very fact that, due to our beliefs as to the nature of aesthetic experience, we 
tend to suppress overt behavior” (p. 9).  When overt behaviors are expressed when an 
individual has an emotional response to music listening (weeping), the interpretation of 
these behaviors is problematic.  Weeping may be the result of either profound grief or 
extreme joy.  Therefore, it is necessary to explore an individual’s subjective experience to 
   20
  
 
music listening and to learn more about their unique and personal experience.  The overt 
expression or behavior itself does not provide information about the significance of the 
response, how it is related to the stimulus, or how these relate to each other (Meyer 
1956).   
Human emotions are also influenced by social relationships, including the crying 
experience to music listening.  These relationships may be “real, anticipated, imagined, or 
recollected” (Shott, 1979, p. 1318), and affective responses also vary among different 
cultures.  Although crying may be used as a strategy or a way to communicate in a 
relationship, Koestler believed that the true character of weeping “is demonstrated by the 
person who weeps alone” (Lutz, 1999, p. 245).  The specific culture, relationship and 
context in which an emotion or crying experience takes place may also influence whether 
an emotion is overtly or covertly expressed.   
 
2.11 Crying and Music 
 There has been little research and literature on crying, however, music has 
expressed and portrayed this emotion for generations.  Music has been used to portray 
emotions that have caused audience members to weep, crying has been a topic used in 
legions of song lyrics, styles of singing have mimicked crying, and music seems to be a 
more socially appropriate way in which humans channel and explore the phenomenon of 
crying.  Shostakovich’s journals indicate that his fifth symphony was “an expression of 
his despair after being discredited by Stalin” (Nelson, 2005, p. 208) and some of the 
audience members wept when they heard the symphony.  A woman who responded to a 
study by Elkins (2001) described crying so hard to a concert of Bach cello suites that she 
had to leave the concert hall: 
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I cried because (I guess) I was overcome with love.  It was impossible for me to 
shake the sensation (mental, physical) that J.S.  Bach was in the room with me, 
and I loved him.  (Elkins, 2001, p. 174) 
 
Crying shares similar acoustic, muscular and vocal use as singing, so it is not 
surprising that music is a commonly used channel for this expression.  There have even 
been styles of singing and performing during the 1950s and 1960s that deliberately 
incorporated crying into the lyrics, melody and rhythm, and some performers would 
actually shed tears during performances.  Lament songs also have qualities of crying and 
wailing that mirror the expression of crying.   
Music is closely related to attachment and caregiving behaviors, and is closely 
connected to our earliest experiences.  It has the ability to convey or communicate 
meaning, and is a means for giving and getting information so that we know when to give 
or receive love and care (Nelson, 2005).  The infant cry may be seen as musical, and 
contains precursors of musical behavior. Different pitches and crying patterns 
communicate different needs before speech has developed.  Singing parallels the 
emotions originally communicated in infant crying, and may duplicate facial movements 
of crying as a technique to “emit vocalic sounds resembling the pure, highly 
communicative cries of an infant” (Nelson, 2005, p. 207).  Crying remains an expression 
of emotion across ones lifespan, even after the development of verbal means of 
communicating emotion (Hastrup et. al., 2001).  In addition, the sounds and vibrations of 
music can travel across or wrap around our bodies, and trigger attachment-related affect 
that can be preverbal or unconscious (Nelson, 2005).   
Crying with music is influenced by mood, situational context and setting, and on 
associations (Nelson, 2005).  Music may be a reflection of human emotions such as joy 
or sadness, and may be a result of associations with personal suffering or loss (“we used 
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to sing that song together” or “if I could only find someone to love me like that”), 
universal suffering and loss (“Taps” or sacred oratorios about the crucifixion of Christ), 
or about universal connectedness (national anthems and hymns of faith) (Nelson, 2005).   
 
2.12 Images and Associations to Music 
 Although affective experiences to music may be conscious or unconscious, image 
processes to music listening are conscious.  Musical works are experienced as full 
realities, even objects, as we create, perform, listen, reflect (Sparshott, 1994), and create 
images or associations to them.  Image processes can be personal, and only relate to the 
particular experience or individual, or they can be common to a group of individuals 
within a culture.  This shared image processes of a whole community is known as a 
connotation (Meyer, 1956). 
 Images and trains of thought may arise from a listening experience because of the 
relation they have to the inner life of the particular individual, and may eventually 
culminate in affect.   
2.12.1 Musical Connotations 
Musical connotations are the result of associations made to “some aspect of the 
musical organization and extra musical organization” (Meyer, 1956, p.248) that are 
shared by a group of individuals.  A connotation must have the same significance for all 
the members of the group, and the accumulated connotations of a musical phenomenon 
(major and minor keys to express certain moods) in one culture is different from another 
(Matravers, 2003).  Associations made between groups of people are cultural and are 
subject to change, therefore, connotations are also continuously changing (Meyer, 1956).  
Meyer (1956) wrote that if a connotation is aroused, there is a tendency to associate the 
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musical notion with a referential concept or image of a similar quality of motion.  He also 
indicated that the majority of the connotations music arouses are based on “similarities 
that exist between our experience of the materials of music and their origin…and our 
experience of the non-musical world of concepts, images, objects, quantities and states of 
mind” (Meyer, 1956, p.259).   
 Although a musical connotation shared within a culture can be shared while 
listening to a piece of music, this does not mean that the experiences of the individuals in 
the group are the same.  As mentioned above, the experiences a listener has to a musical 
experience is unique and personal.  The same piece of music may also evoke very 
different responses between two group members, thus, there is no direct causal 
connection between music and feelings for individuals.   
Even where the original association appears to be relevant and appropriate to the 
character of the music being played, affective experience may be a result of the 
private meaning which the image has for the particular listener.  For example, the 
image of a triumphal procession might within a given culture be relevant to the 
character of a piece of music but the association might for private reasons arouse 
feelings of humiliation or defeat.  Thus while the image itself is relevant to the 
music, the significance which it has for the particular individual is purely 
personal.  (Meyer, 1956, p.257) 
 
There is no logical musical or extramusical reason “for any particular succession of 
connotations or moods” (Meyer, 1956, p. 272), and it is ultimately the listener who must 
make the connotation concrete.  It is the subjective content in the listener’s mind as 
opposed to the progressive unfolding of the musical structure that stimulates the 
emotional experiences.  It seems as though mood and affect, in a music listening 
experience, are influenced by the mood that “arouses image processes already associated 
in the experience of the individual with the particular mood response (Meyer, 1956, 
pp.268-269).  These image processes are the stimuli which actually give rise to the affect 
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expressed by the listener.  Even the most purely musical affective experiences may give 
rise to images which may become independent of the musical succession (Meyer 1956).   
 
2.13 Music as Communication 
 Music can serve as a form of communication, has aesthetic principles and types of 
listeners, and can also serve as an expression of or channel for emotions.  Music may also 
have the potential to communicate on a social and cultural level.  Communication occurs 
when the gesture has the same meaning for the individual who makes it and for the 
individual who responds to it.  Thus, communicating through music has to have the same 
meaning between two individuals, or within a social or cultural group of people; 
however, using music as a vehicle for communication (speech) does not.    
Chavin (2002) illustrated in an article on Alzheimer’s patients that research has 
shown that music, when used correctly, has the ability to influence mood, behavior, 
speech, interpersonal relations and the ability to perform daily activities.  This article 
focused on the importance of music preference, and emphasized the individuality 
involved in an emotional music listening experience.  The same piece of music may elicit 
a similar response or create similar associations among a sample of individuals, but the 
experience is unique and individual. 
 
2.14 Meaning in Music 
 Music has the ability to portray meaning both through specific musical elements 
such as intervals, and as an entire piece of music.  The meaning of musical elements is 
often dependent on the meaning of the piece as a whole.  Kreitler and Kreitler (1972) 
stated that “when a person hears a tone, an interval, or a chord, he tends to embed these 
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isolated stimuli in a musical context” (pg. 142), and the meanings that are evoked relate 
to the imagined context as much as to the specific musical stimuli.  The meaning the 
listener makes from the whole piece of music has the potential to dominate the meaning 
of the detailed intervals or chords (Kreitler and Kreitler, 1972).     
Musical elements such as tones, key, modes, and intervals do not seem to have 
precise meanings outside of a musical context, although some meanings have been 
hypothesized.  For example, loudness in music has been associated with darkness as well 
as with brightness (Kreitler and Kreitler, 1972).  Associations of musical elements such 
as tones and intervals to musical styles also seem to contribute to meaning in music.   
In addition, music can emulate the very essence of human life.  Music contains 
beginnings and endings, movements and endings, anticipation, frustration and fulfillment.   
The listener is bound to experience primarily the objectives of expectations and 
the pleasure of foreseen endings, preexisting regularities, the revolt against their 
absolute dictates, and the final compliance.  He may or may not connect with 
these movement principles of life with some of their daily manifestations; he may 
or many not conceive them intellectually; but if he is at all capable of having a 
musical experience, these form the basic framework of the experience and its 
meaning.  (Kreitler and Kreitler, pg. 144) 
 
2.15 Preferred Music 
 Individual preference of music has also been linked with peak experiences in a 
study by Lowis (2002).  This study explored music as a trigger for peak experiences 
among a college staff population and also illustrated differences between active and 
passive listeners.  Ninety-three percent of the 102 staff members who participated in the 
study reported music as the most cited antecedent to a peak experience, as defined by 
Maslow.  Passively listening to music, rather than playing a musical instrument, had a 
higher chance of triggering a peak experience.  The importance that one holds for music 
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seemed to be associated with individuals who were able to reach peak experience through 
music as opposed to a different activity.  This brings up the question of whether there 
would be a correlation between preferred music and the frequency or intensity of a peak 
experience. 
 Preferred music may not only have a correlation to the frequency or intensity of a 
peak experience, but may also have a connection with weeping experiences to music 
listening.  Edmund Morris, who is the author of a biography of the composer Beethoven, 
described a personal experience, during a press conference, of a weeping experience to 
music listening.  After the Harvard campus had been buried in snow, he recalled walking 
across campus and hearing an anonymous individual blasting Beethoven’s Fifth 
symphony, a familiar piece to Edmund Morris, through their window.  Edmund Morris 
described how this marked a moment for him as he realized they had overcome 
something difficult and that life would push on, and he wept (Public Broadcasting 
Services, 2006). 
 Another example is in a Martin Scoresi documentary on Bob Dylan, the poet Alan 
Ginsberg described a personal experience crying after hearing the song “Hard Rain” by 
Bob Dylan.  Alan Ginsberg explained that when he heard this song he wept, because to 
him this was a symbol of a shift to a new social movement.  Therefore, weeping to music 
listening may have a correlation, not only to preferred music, but to shared experiences 
within a given community (CSPAN2, 2006).   
 
2.16 Phenomenological Case Studies in Music Therapy 
 There have been a number of interviews conducted for research in the field of 
music therapy that explore responses to music through a qualitative design similar to 
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phenomenology.  Goodman (2000), for example, conducted interviews with six medical 
patients receiving music therapy treatment during their hospitalization to examine the 
outcome of music therapy.  The most frequently identified benefits of music therapy 
found in this study included positive affect, stress relief, and alteration of thought content.  
Self-esteem, spiritual and physical benefits, and improved social interactions or outlook 
on life were other identified benefits of music therapy for patients during hospitalization.   
 Hinman (2005), on the other hand, analyzes previous clinical case material to 
explore “the development of a method for music therapy with couple in an in-patient 
medical setting” (Hinman, 2005, iv) rather than conducting a structured interview.  The 
material from the verbal processing also serves a similar purpose as a structured 
interview and may communicate feelings, thoughts and conflicts through the music in the 
sessions.    
 
2.17 Summary 
 This chapter discussed the gap in literature that exists on the crying experience to 
music listening and outlined the literature that exists in regard to adult crying and music.  
Crying is a healthy, universal phenomenon, although, the expression of this emotional 
response is different across cultures.  Surprisingly, adult crying has received little 
attention in social psychology until recently (Vingerhoets et. al., 1996).  There are 
differences between weeping and crying, although these terms are used synonymously in 
the English language.  Weeping involves a physiological response (lump in the throat or 
shedding of tears), and crying seems to be a means of communication (Koestler, 1966; 
Kottler, 1996; Cornelius et. al., 2001; Nelson, 2005).   
   28
  
 
 Crying is also a frequent occurrence in psychotherapy and in healthcare facilities, 
and a better understanding of the crying experience is necessary to aid therapists and 
healthcare professionals in working with this emotional response.  Crying has long 
sustained effects on mood as opposed to laughter, which has fleeting effects (Koestler, 
1966; Sakuragi et. al., 2002).  Empathy also plays a significant role in identification with 
or associations made to a piece of music.   
 Culture also plays an important role in both the expression of emotion (Solomon, 
1997; Fooladi, 2005; ) and is the basis for many shared musical connotations (Meyer, 
1956).  Gender, personality, biology, situational contexts and learned behaviors may also 
play a role in the way crying or weeping is expressed (Vingerhoets et. al., 2001).  
Thinking, memory and perception, which continuously change and develop over time, 
influence both situational influences in emotional expression and associations made 
during an emotional experience to a piece of music (Meyer, 1956).   
 Emotional experiences while listening to music, like crying to non-musical 
situations, are influenced by social relationships and may be covertly or overtly 
expressed.  This may be because music is closely related to attachment and caregiving 
behaviors, and has been used as a more socially acceptable approach to communicate the 
emotion of crying for centuries (Nelson, 2005).   
 Lastly, preferred music seems to have an influence on the emotional experience of 
a listener.  And individual may have a strong emotional experience to a preferred style of 
music, or they may have a strong emotional experience to an undesirable style of music, 
because the impact the song has on them, takes them by surprise.  Preferred music may 
also have social significance for an individual, whether this is personal or shared.   
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 In conclusion, there has been little written about the crying experience to music 
listening, and in particular to the subjective or personal accounts of the individuals.  
Some of the explorations that have taken place (Elkins, 2001) are brief and there is not 
sufficient information or additional research to support the findings.  In attempt to add to 
the exploration of this phenomenon, four (4) phenomenological interviews were 
conducted in this study to gain a better understanding of the lived experience to crying to 
music listening and are discussed in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Overview 
 Phenomenological research focuses on the subjective experience of the individual, 
and seeks the individual’s perceptions and meanings of a phenomenon or experience 
(Mertens, 2005).  This approach allows researchers to study a phenomenon (crying to 
music listening) “as “unified wholes” rather than dissecting phenomena into separate 
fragments to be studied” (Forinash & Grock, 2004, p. 321).   This particular qualitative 
research design was chosen for this study because it would provide subjective, personal 
information about the crying experience to music listening.  Phenomenology is less 
theory driven than other qualitative research designs, and researchers must set aside and 
suspend all preconceptions, judgments and biases about what is real.  Through this 
bracketing, the true lived experience of participants can be explored, and new, emergent 
themes could be discovered. 
 
3.2 Design of Study 
The researcher used a phenomenological approach incorporating an open-ended 
interview format for a qualitative descriptive method and for the data collection.  Four (4) 
participants were recruited for one 20-30 minute interview in which each was asked to 
describe his subjective experience to an experience crying to music.   
 
3.3 Location of Study 
Interviews were conducted at Drexel University’s Center City Campus in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, NCB #4417. 




3.4 Time Period for Study 
Interviews started after IRB approval and continued through March 2007. 
 
3.5 Enrollment Information 
This study interviewed four (4) participants who were adults, over eighteen (18) 
years of age, without a mental or emotional disorder.  There were no inclusion or 
exclusion criteria based on gender or racial/ethnic characteristics to participate in this 
research study.   
 
3.6 Participant Type 
In order to be eligible to participate in the study, participants needed to be adults 
who had a crying experience while listening to music.  As stated earlier, they needed to 
be normal volunteers without a mental or emotional disorder and fluent in the English 
language in order to be eligible for the study.   
 
3.7 Participant Source 
There was no geographic restriction to participate in the study; however, the 
participant needed to be able to meet at Drexel University’s Center City Campus in 









 This study was advertised in the form of a flyer that provided details about the 
study including the purpose, inclusion and exclusion criteria, location of interview, 
benefits and risks of participation, and contact information (See Appendix A).   
Advertisements on bulletin boards were posted at Drexel University’s Center City 
Campus and main campus.  The advertisements included the contact information for the 
researcher, so that potential participants could contact the researcher if they were 
interested in participating in the study.  The potential participant personally decided if 
they fit all of the inclusion criteria for the study, thus, the researcher did not ask 
information concerning their personal health information.  The potential participants self-
selected according to the published inclusion and exclusion criteria.   
 The inclusion criteria were clearly listed in the advertisement so that potential 
participants would be fully aware of the criteria they must meet in order to participate in 
the study.  A contact phone number was provided on the advertisement, so that potential 
participants could contact the researchers, privately, without the pressure of peers.   
 Participation in this study was open to all students.  Participants determined their 
eligibility before volunteering for the study, after reviewing the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria.  The researcher did not ask any personal health information.  The potential 
participant was given additional information about the study, and an appointment was be 
made with the potential participant during this initial contact.  The researcher recruited 
the first four (4) people who met the inclusion criteria to participate in the study and who 
agreed to participate in the study, regardless of race, age or gender.     
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3.9 Participant Inclusion Criteria 
 Participants must have had an experience crying to music. 
 Participants must have been at least eighteen (18) years of age.   
 Participants must have been able to verbally communicate in English. 
 
3. 10 Participant Exclusion Criteria 
 Participants who had a mental disorder. 
 Participants who are unable to travel to Drexel University’s Center City 
 Campus in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
3.11 Interview Methods and Procedures 
An in-depth phenomenological interview was conducted that encouraged the 
participant to describe a crying response they had while listening to music.  The 
participant was asked to describe their subjective experience of crying while listening to 
music.  When they felt they had described their past experience fully, they were asked to 
listen to the music that elicited the crying response in the past.  They were given the 
opportunity to add to or expand on their previous description at this point, if the music 
brought back any additional thoughts, experiences or recollections.    
3.11.1 Data Collection 
 The participant took part in one interview that included listening to a song to 
which they previously had a crying response and describing what that experience was 
like.  This may have involved talking about physical sensations, thoughts, feelings, 
memories, or spiritual responses. 
The interview lasted approximately 20-30 minutes.  The participants met with the 
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researcher in New College Building #4417 and were audio taped.  The purpose of the 
audio taping was to transcribe the interview and select statements relevant to the thesis 
topic as data to be used in the data analysis.   
The participant was also required to bring a CD of their choice of music that had 
previously elicited a crying response.   
The purpose of the study was explained to the participant at the beginning of the 
interview.  The researcher reviewed the consent form with the participant and they were 
asked to sign the consent form, of their own free will, to participate in the study (See 
Appendix B). 
After the researcher collected the consent form and the participant confirmed their 
participation in this study, he or she was asked to describe their subjective experience of a 
crying experience they had while listening to music.  This interview was an open-ended 
interview.   
Within the interview, the participant provided an in-depth description of a 
previous experience in which they had a crying response while listening to music.  The 
objective of the interview was for the researcher to learn about the lived experience 
which occurs while listening to music that produces a weeping or crying response.   
The interview began with the researcher asking an opening question, suspending 
further structure.  Questions included: 1) “Can you describe your experience while 
listening to music when you felt like crying, felt tearful, felt overcome by emotion or 
cried?” 2) If the participant, for example, described a certain memory, he or she may have 
been asked “Can you describe anything in the music that brought about that memory?” 
The researcher could ask that the participant elaborate on mentioned physical sensations, 
thoughts, feelings, memories, or spiritual responses.   The broad nature of the research 
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question allowed the description of the in-depth, subjective experience to emerge.   
 After the participant felt they had described the experience completely, they were 
asked to listen to the music they had selected.  After listening to the music, they were 
given the opportunity to add to their description of their previous experience, and were 
asked by the researcher if any additional thoughts or recollections came to mind before 
ending the interview.      
 After completion of the interview, the audiotape was turned off and the researcher 
debriefed the participant.  In the debriefing the participant was reminded that they had the 
right to be removed from the study at any time, and that their interviews would only be 
handled by the investigators or the Internal Review Board if necessary.  The participant 
was then given an opportunity to express questions and/or concerns as a result of their 
participation in the study.   
3.11.2 Data Analysis 
After the data were collected, the researcher first transcribed the four audiotapes.  
After the transcriptions of all the statements pertaining to the session were completed, 
these tapes were stored in a locked cabinet in the Hahnemann Creative Arts in Therapy 
offices at Drexel University, along with the signed consent forms.  In an attempt to 
“collect descriptions while preserving the spontaneity of subjects’ experiences” (Priest, 
1999, p. 55) the researcher followed steps of data analysis as proposed by Moustakas. 
 The first step in phenomenological analysis, according to Moustakas, is called 
epoch.  Epoch is a Greek term that means to refrain from judgment or to stay away from 
the ordinary was of perceiving everyday phenomena.  Thus, a researcher approaches a 
phenomenon with new, pure eyes and an open mind.  Moustakas (1994) described the 
process of epoch in the following manner: 
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As I reflect on the meaning of Epoch, I see it as a preparation for deriving new 
knowledge but also as an experience in itself, a process of setting aside 
predilections, prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, events, and people 
to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the first 
time (p. 85). 
This means that the researcher must also be aware of their own biases so that they may 
try and achieve is pure perspective, since it is impossible to eliminate all prior knowledge 
or judgment (Patton, 2002).   
Next, bracketing is necessary.  The steps of bracketing and horizontalization 
together are often referred to as phenomenological reduction.  Husserl (1913) originally 
used the term bracketing for the step in phenomenological analysis that “holds the 
phenomenon up for serious inspection” (Patton, 2002, p. 485).  Interpretations are not 
made during the step of bracketing, but the phenomenon is taken apart and its elements 
and essential structures are analyzed and defined.  The key statements are placed in 
brackets to separate them from all of the information outside of the brackets; this allows 
the study to remain centered on the research topic and questions.   
The steps for bracketing are as follows: 
1. Locate within the personal experience, or self-story, key phrases and 
statements that speak directly to the phenomenon in question. 
2. Interpret the meanings of these phrases, as an informed reader. 
3. Obtain the Participant’s interpretations of these phrases, if possible. 
4. Inspect these meanings for what they reveal about the essential, 
recurring features of the phenomenon being studied. 
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5. Offer a tentative statement, or definition, of the phenomenon in terms of 
the essential recurring features identifies in step 4 (Patton, 2002, pp. 
485-486). 
These steps allow the researcher to find common themes and phrases from the interviews 
that provide a better understanding of an individual’s experience crying to music.  The 
sequence of steps outlined above take the narrative material from the interview and 
“horizontalize” it.  This means that the narrative is divided into statements that hold equal 
weight.  These statements will be brought together into clusters of meanings, and these 
clusters will be tied into a textural description of the experience of crying to music.  After 
these themes are revised and the material is saturated, interviews can stop and more 
structural, reduced descriptions of the themes and experiences can be written. 
The fourth step in phenomenological data analysis is a process known as 
imaginative variation.  This purpose of this step is to allow the researcher to see the 
phenomenon from imaginative perspectives in order to derive structural themes from the 
textural descriptions of the phenomenological reduction (Moustakas, 1994, p. 99).  Priest 
(1999) described that reflection and intuition were necessary when transforming 
meanings and descriptions into such a descriptive account.  The researcher will take these 
imaginative variations of the descriptions and compare the preliminary descriptions to the 
secondary imaginative variations in hopes to eliminate the initial biases of the researcher.   
Lastly, deeper meanings are explored that look deep into the individuals’ affect 
and descriptions to discover what makes the group as a whole.  This is done in the last 
step of analysis where, according to Moustakas, “an integration of the composite textual 
and composite structural descriptions, providing a synthesis of the meanings and essences 
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of the experience” (Patton, 2002, p. 486).   This step is called synthesis of meanings and 
essences.   
 
3.12 Possible Risks and Discomforts to Participants 
 As in any interview situation, some anxiety had the potential emerge.  In addition, 
anxiety or strong emotional responses had the potential of arising during the interview, 
while the participant was describing their experience of listening to emotionally-arousing 
music or while listening to this music during the interview.  In the chance that this may 
have happened, the participants were reminded that they could choose to discontinue 
their participation in the study at any time, and they would have been provided with the 
contact information of bother the principal investigator, Paul Nolan at 215-762-6927, and 
Drexel University’s Counseling Center at 215-762-7625.   
 Participation in the study may have involved unforeseen risks.  It was possible the 
participant may have experienced some anxiety as in any interview situation.  To 
minimize or avoid this risk the participant was reminded that they could withdraw from 
the interview at any time and ask questions whenever they arose.  In the event of 
unforeseen risks, the Office of Research Compliance also would have been be notified. 
 
3.13 Special Precautions to Minimize Risks or Hazards 
 The participants included in the study were healthy adults, free of a mental 
disorder, thus, the risks for this study were minimal.   In order to minimize possible 
anxiety from the interview situation or from the music listening, the participants were 
informed that they had the right to stop the interview at any time, ask questions, or 
withdraw from the study. 
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 The participants were also assured that their identities would be kept completely 
confidential and be made aware that any forms filled out during the study would be kept 
in a secure place in the Creative Arts in Therapy Department in Drexel University.   
 Individual interviews rather than group interviews with the research may have 
helped minimize possible discomfort and anxiety, which may relate to disclosing 
personal information and opinions.  Participation in this study was voluntary and the 
participant could refuse to be in the study or stop at any time.  There were no negative 
consequences if they decided not to participate or to stop.   
 
3.14 Summary 
 A phenomenological research design was used for this research, because this 
design would best explore the subjective crying experience of the participants.  Four (4) 
participants were recruited with flyers posted around the Drexel University campus, and 
asked to participate in an in-depth interview.  The participants were encouraged to 
describe their subjective experience of having a crying response while listening to music.  
The interview opened with an open-ended question such and the researcher asked 
additional questions to encourage the participant to expand on the topics they shared in 
their description.  The participants were given the opportunity to add to or expand on 
their previous description after listening to the piece of music, if the music brought back 
any additional thoughts, experiences, recollections or new experiences. 
 After the interviews were transcribed, and phenomenological analysis of the data 
was conducted.  The steps of epoch, bracketing, imaginative variation and the synthesis 
of meanings and essences were followed in order to discover the true essence of the 
experience of crying to music listening.  The next chapter contains and discusses the 
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information obtained from the interviews that have been organized through the steps 
outlined above.    
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 
4.1 Overview 
 The major findings of this phenomenological study were the identification of 
themes that described the lived experience of crying while listening to a piece of music.  
Themes were taken through phenomenological bracketing from the participants’ 
significant statements, which related directly to the experience of crying to the musical 
pieces.  Phenomenological data analysis explored the essence of the experience in order 
to gain a better understanding about this phenomenon.   
 The common themes that were found throughout the phenomenological analysis 
were: 1) the influence of the situational context on the intensity of the experience 2) 
attachment 3) the intimacy of a crying response 4) physical expressions of intensity or 
anxiety 5) connection to real, anticipated, imagined, or recollected relationships 6) the 
influence of text or themes in the music 7) connection with the performance of the music 
8) associations, thoughts or expectations in images or memories, and 9) musical 
influences on the experience. 
 The essential structures found in the experiences of the participants were: the 
influence of the situational context, music, text or performance on their experiences; the 
connections, associations, or thoughts to real, anticipated, imagined or recollected 
relationships; the physical manifestations of intensity or anxiety; and the intimacy of a 








 During the one month recruitment period of this study, five participants 
volunteered to participate in the interview.  All five volunteers self-selected using the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria listed on the advertisement, but one participant who 
inquired stated that she did not fit the age requirement.  She did not participate in an 
interview, and therefore, was not included in this study.  The remaining four volunteers 
participated in the one-time interview and are included in this study.  Three of the 
participants in this study were female, and the fourth participant was male.    
 
4.3 Data Analysis 
The results of this study are presented in the following manner.  First of all, 
textural descriptions of the participant’s experiences precede the tables containing 
significant verbal statements.  The textural descriptions are a narrative portrayal of the 
significant verbal statements from the interview, written by the researcher.  The purpose 
of the textual description is to provide a chronological outline of the participant’s 
experience according to the significant verbal statements and accounts that were provided 
in the interview.  
 The significant statements are organized in tables under seven domains, which 
were inspired by known responses categorized in psychology of music as outlined by 
Goodman (2000).  The situational context of the experience and music were added 
domains, because they were addressed in each of the participant’s descriptions during the 
interviews. 
 Table 1 presents the subcategories and significant verbal statements under the 
initially identified category of physiological responses.  This is followed by Table 2, 
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which presents the subcategories of emotional responses, Table 3, which outlines 
statements under the theme of interpersonal relationships, and Table 4, which lists the 
subcategories and verbal statements regarding cognitive responses.  Table 5 addresses the 
verbal statements and subcategories regarding the context of the experience, Table 6 lists 
spiritual responses and its subcategories and, finally, Table 7 lists comments relating to 
the music.     
Next, the imaginative variations follow the tables. Imaginative variations are 
based on the initial themes and subcategories outlined in the tables, and are a step in data 
analysis that allows the researcher to see the phenomenon from creative perspectives.  
The purpose of this step is to derive structural themes from the textural descriptions of 
the phenomenological reduction by taking a step out of the literal descriptions of the 
specific experience, in order to see the essential structures and essences of the experience 
(Moustakas, 1994).  Reflection and intuition are necessary when transforming meanings 
and descriptions into these descriptive accounts (Priest, 1999).   
Next, the imaginative variations of the participants’ descriptions are compared to 
the original descriptions in order to eliminate any initial biases of the researcher.  This 
results in a revision of the themes and is followed by the final step of structural synthesis, 
which reveals the essence of the experiences that emerged from this study.   
 
4.4 Textural Description 
 The following pseudonyms have been created in order to keep the identities of the 
participants confidential, but to honor the personal, narrative form of the descriptions:  
 
 




 Laura shared her experience crying with her mother to “Coat of Many Colors” by 
Dolly Parton, when they were in a car traveling to see her sister.  Laura has stronger 
emotional reactions to story songs, like this one, because she gets involved in the story.  
She had cried to this song several times, and had heard this song once or twice before 
many years ago, before picking up the CD.  She bought this CD shortly before going on 
this road trip with her mother, and initially listened to the album, alone, as she looked 
forward to seeing her family who she missed a lot.   
   As she drove with her mother, Laura told her mother about the new Dolly Parton 
CD she had purchased, and the song “Coat of Many Colors” came up.  Laura shared how 
she had cried to the song, and her mother, remembering it from years ago, said “Oh, 
that’s such a sweet song”.  The mother and daughter were very engaged while they 
listened to the song together, and didn’t talk during the song.  Physically, Laura went into 
a sort of trance.  Her eyes started to water and as the tears started to roll, they passed each 
other tissues.  She didn’t start shaking or get goose bumps like she had with other 
touching songs, but it felt like a release of emotion, and it was a relaxing, bonding 
moment with her mother.  They chuckled together, through their tears, because they were 
both crying to this song, and shared a similar connection to the story.  Laura had a 
stronger emotional response when she was with her mother, because they were both 
actively crying together to the point that they needed tissues.  Laura hadn’t needed tissues 
while crying to this song the other times she teared up.  Laura was already emotional 
before listening to this song, because she was with her mom, whom she hadn’t been with 
in a while, and this crying experience to this song was something they were able to share 
together.   
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 Laura was touched by the song because the storyline is about a little girl who was 
about 7-years-old who was from a really poor family and her mother made her this coat 
out of rags.  This little girl believed so much in the love and support that this coat 
represented, that she was able to stand up to all of the kids who made fun of her.  Laura 
was touched by seemingly small people who have a better sense of self and a better 
awareness of what’s really important than those who may seem older or more powerful in 
society.  This storyline taught a very simple philosophy that wealth doesn’t have to do 
with money, but has to do with love and support.  Laura had been touched by these sorts 
of themes throughout her life, and she believed that she had inherited this from her 
mother who was the same way.   
  Laura believed that these values or philosophies carry over into the genuine, 
sweet and earnest nature of Dolly Parton’s voice and the earthy nature of this song.   The 
story reminded Laura of her own grandparents who were very poor growing up.  This 
song was reminiscent of the stories her grandmother would tell her about growing up in 
poverty, but that her mother would make so much out of the little that they had that she 
had a very happy childhood.      
 When Laura listened to this song during the interview she started to cry, even 
though she didn’t think she would cry, since she had heard the song so many times.  All 
of her experiences were fresh in her mind at this point, and the experience was more 
intense sitting in a room with no distractions.  She was just focused on the song, without 
being worried about this or that, or checking her e-mail as she usually did while listening 
to a song.  Laura really tuned into the song and the message it was sending, and this 
engagement in the song brought her back to why the song touched her in the beginning.  
She also pictured her grandmother taking on the role of Dolly Parton (the little girl) and 
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her mother and was struck again by the powerful message that Dolly Parton told so 
genuinely.      
 Laura was really in tune with what her body was feeling during this experience, as 
she felt her body shake and “bopped” her leg and foot.  Her whole body trembled a little, 
and she continued to cry as she became aware of her body getting tense, and she clasped 
her hands together to comfort herself and pulled her arms close to her sides as if to hug 
herself.  The tears continued to roll down her cheeks as she described these new physical 
experiences and she remembered being in the car with her mom again.  This caused her 
to miss her mom, especially because she had shared a crying experience to this song with 
her mother.   
Carl 
 Carl went with a group of friends to hear the Philadelphia Orchestra play 
Tchaikovsky’s “Symphony No. 6” at the Kimmel Center.  As they waited for the concert 
to begin, they read the program notes which provided background information about 
bother the composer and the specific piece of music.  These notes described that 
Tchaikovsky had written this symphony shortly before his death, and that is was a very 
personal piece to him, because he had a forbidden relationship with a member of the 
Russian royal court which the court did not condone.  The piece is programmatic, and 
each movement reflects a different phase of love.  The first movement starts with 
unrequited love, then moved into the second movement where you are happy having it 
and then it continues all the way to the fourth movement where the object of love is lost.   
 Carl enjoyed getting the background on the piece, because he often has difficulty 
knowing what is trying to be portrayed in orchestral music.  He specializes in choir 
music, and the text is a very significant factor for Carl in emotionally connecting with a 
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piece of music, and understanding the emotions that are being portrayed.  He never would 
have been able to see what the composer was feeling if her hadn’t read the program 
notes, and felt that he could connect with what he was trying to express.  He thought the 
orchestra played the piece very well and as the recurring melodic theme entered for the 
first time, and he got involved in the music, he felt as though he was being cleansed.  He 
took a deep breath and started to get goose bumps on his arms as he realized he was 
connecting with what the composer was trying to say.  This great composition took Carl 
to a different level of connection to the emotions of the composer and his eyes started to 
feel foggy.  He sat straight up, which he never does, and he did not move at all during the 
piece.  He watched so intently, that his eyes got tired, but he kept on watching.   
 Carl thought about the experiences he had that gave him a similar experience to 
what the composer was portraying, although he didn’t think that he had yet experienced 
anything to the depth of what he felt that the composer had experienced.  He though of 
his past love experiences and who he was with, and what he did with them.  This 
performance exceeded his expectations.  Carl has an easier time getting emotionally 
involved in a piece of music when people are conveying the music.  That is something 
that lacks for him in recordings, because you cannot see the performer’s faces and see 
them dig into their bows, conveying the emotions the composer intended to be expressed 
in the music.  Live performances are always more moving for Carl, and he has emotional 
responses more frequently to live performances, because he knows that the performers 
understand the emotions they are portraying and they are in tune with what they are 
playing.     
 When he listened to the first movement again during the interview, he had 
forgotten about the bassoon part in the beginning, and enjoyed it.  He felt moved during 
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the same section where the main melody comes in as he listened, and was reminded again 
about how much stronger his emotional responses were when there were live musicians 
playing the music.  
Jenny 
 Jenny gets emotional every time the song “Ellsworth” by Rascall Flatts comes on 
the radio, and there are times where she has to turn it off while she is driving, because it 
brings her back “to that crying point.”  She did not associate the story in the lyrics to her 
own experiences the first time she had a crying experience to the song, and she described 
it more as empathy.  It was about those people at that time, going thorough something 
difficult, and that it was not closely related to her experiences.   
 The description of the lyrics the songwriter had with his grandmother set the tone 
for Jenny as she continued to listen to the lyrics.  The song changed from talking about 
the problems the grandmother was having remembering where she was, to the line “but 
ask her about grandpa in 1948” where she remembered everything.  Jenny started to cry 
“out of nowhere” when the lyrics changed, and the more she listened, the more she wept 
and her chest felt heavy and warm.  She had been in her car and looked around to see if 
anyone in the cars around her had realized that she has started crying.  She tried taking 
deep breaths to compose herself and noticed that her face was hot and that her nose was a 
little runny.   
 Jenny tried to figure out why she was relating to this song so much, since she 
could not necessarily relate to a grandparent losing their memory.  She felt that having a 
relationship that is so important to someone that despite all of the difficulties of losing 
one’s memory, that they are able to be the person they once were, because of that 
relationship, was a really powerful message.  Then she thought of a colleague who was 
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working in a nursing home and had been moved by her experiences working with people 
not remembering who they were.  She also thought of her grandparents again, and 
remembered that one of her grandfathers was getting older and was staring to lose a little 
of his memory.  It made her think of her family, who she missed.  She also realized that 
there were two different relationships that she had a connection with: the 
grandson/grandmother relationship that was starting to decline, and the 
grandmother/grandfather relationship that was inspiring.   
 After listening to the song again in the interview, Jenny was able to listen to the 
song for the first time in a long time without crying.  She thought that this may have been 
because of the researcher’s presence.  She also recalled some additional memories she 
had thought of during her initial crying experience.  Her father and both her grandparents 
had been in the military, and there were a lot of military references in the song that she 
had connected with.  She also realized how important it was to her to be aware of who 
she was and what she was doing, and it was hard for her to even think about losing the 
ability to remember those things.  Jenny was also able to hear all of the words during the 
interview, because she was not stopped by her tears or emotional responses to the story.   
 The reference to the father being in the military came to Jenny’s mind more while 
listening to the song during the interview, and she started to think about what the scene 
described in the lyrics might smell like if she was there.  She started to realize that there 
are more personal reasons why she was relating to this song, thinking about her own 
family relationships.    
Pam 
Pam plays the violin, and her entire family is involved in music.  Although she 
liked all kinds of music, she grew up with a lot of involvement in classical and baroque 
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music, and she really enjoys this genre of music.  Pam plays in the orchestra for Handel’s 
Messiah every year, and this past Christmas a few new tenor solos were added.  The tenor 
had been very ill to the point that he hadn’t been able to make any vocal sounds and had 
been coughing up blood even on the morning of the performance.  After the performance 
started, the tenor stood to sing his solo, and he sang beautifully, much to everyone’s 
surprise.  This was a very moving experience that set the stage for her crying experience 
during one of his later solos, “But Thou Didst Not Leave His Soul in Hell”.   
 The progression of the oratorio had illustrated the Savior’s struggles with all the 
people’s griefs that were heaped upon him, and the heavy imagery of the persecution he 
received and of when he is carrying the cross leads up to this song.  The music 
completely changes in tone and timbre, and it becomes so joyful and light she could feel 
the rejoicing in it.  Pam was very moved by this piece, and felt the rejoicing in both the 
lyrics and in the music.  She believes that you can have experiences where lyrics 
wouldn’t be necessary to move her to tears; however, having the lyrics made it a more 
exact representation of the emotions of what was taking place.  
Pam had difficulty playing after her eyes started to tear up, because it was hard to 
see her music and she just wanted to focus on listening to the singing.  She also felt a 
little weaker.  She was joyful in being able to participate so closely in creating the music, 
and her participation in playing along with the piece added to her experience.  She was 
able to feel the progression of the melodies and the words much clearer, being in the 
midst of rehearsing and performing the music.  She has been moved when she had 
listened to this oratorio in the past, but she has stronger reactions when she is playing it.  
Pam sees this piece as a prayer, where “we are giving out praises to the Lord instead of 
him giving something to us”.  
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 Pam felt a sense of gratitude for Christ’s life and his sacrifices, and she also felt a 
great sense of hope, as she reflected on how God the Father would also rescue her from 
her grief and struggles.  She feels closer to the Savior each time she is involved in the 
performance of this piece, and it is an explanation of the Savior’s life and mission.  Her 
emotions get a little stronger each time she participates in playing this piece, and she feels 
the spirit more strongly each time she participates.  This feels like a warmth or an 
emotion that wants to get out.  It is an expansion of herself.  
 Although she had rehearsed the oratorio numerous times, she did not have a 
crying response during any of the rehearsals, although she always feels some emotion.  In 
addition, the orchestra had not had the opportunity to rehearse this piece as much because 
the soloist had been sick, and she wasn’t quite expecting how beautifully he sang despite 
his illness.  She also believes she had a stronger experience at the actual performance, 
because she had mastered the notes and was not thinking about the details of how to play 
the music.  She has also been able to notice more of the intricacies of the music and the 
themes in the lyrics as she has become more familiar with the piece.  
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Initial Themes and Subcategories Identified through Bracketing: 
1) Physiological Responses 
 a. Crying response 
 b. Body states 
 c. Body sensations 
 d. Body movements 
2) Emotional Responses 
 a. Intensity of an emotion 
 b. Connection or intimacy felt with the emotions of another individual 
 c. The influence of text or story on the emotional response to the musical   
 selection 
d. Responses and connections with live performances 
e. Influence of morals, lessons or themes in the music on the emotional   
 experience 
f. Emotional crying 
g. Emotional response or connection with the music.  
h. Personal emotions and feelings 
i. Participation in the musical performance 
3) Interpersonal Relationships 
 a. Shared the experience with mother 
 b. Separation and a longing to reunite with family 
 c. Real, anticipated, imagined, or recollected relationships 
 d. Relationships in the music 
 e. Relationship to family members  
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4) Cognitive Responses 
 a. Images 
 b. Memories 
 c. Associations 
 d. Engagement 
 e. Expectations 
 f. Thoughts 
5) Context of the Experience 
 a. Listening to music alone 
 b. Listening to music with someone 
 c. Situational context 
 d. Live vs. recorded music 
6) Spiritual Responses 
 a. Morals or messages of the text 
 b. Connection to the music 
 c. Physical sensations of a spiritual experience 
7) Music 
 a. Musical Preference 
 b. Quality of music 
 c. Aesthetic beauty 
 d. Musical progression 
 e. Musical experience  
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Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to Physiological Responses,  




There’s several times I’ve cried (to this song).  
 
We were both like sobbing, driving down the road.  
 
We started crying and we’d pass each other tissues and started laughing a little bit, 
because were both crying at this song. 
 
We were both actively crying and needed tissues.  
 
The first two times (I heard the song) I teared up. 
My eyes started watering, and I just started crying.  
I felt tears going over my eyes, but I didn’t do anything about it.  
I just started crying out of nowhere, and the more I listened I started weeping.  
Post (crying) it was really actually physical stuff going on, I think from the crying: 
stuffed head, nose was all stuffed and a little runny 
My face was hot.  
This was the first time I was able to listen to that song in a while without crying. 
I’ve had multiple experiences (crying and emotional) with this oratorio. 
It was a little bit difficult to play after that, because I was a little teary.  
It was a little hard to see the music, because I was crying. 
It was during the tenor solo that I did cry. 
 
Body states 
Physically, I sort of went to a sort of trance.  
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It was kinda relaxing.  
The core of my body was very tense. 
Even right now, I’m still a little shaky.  
Your eyes are getting tired, when you’re staring intently at something too long.  
Closer to actually crying I felt a heaviness.  
I might have felt a little bit weaker, just because I was so touched. 
 
Body sensations 
I could feel my body shaking.  
From my toes, my whole body is trembling a little bit.  
You get that kind of goose bump feeling as it gets better.  
When I first get involved in whatever the music is, you get this feeling of, almost 
like, this is going to sound really strange but, almost like you’re being cleansed.  
And you kind of start getting goose bumps on your arms.  
I really started to feel the music.  
I felt something in my chest, a warmth, and it started to feel warm.  
I have felt the spirit.  
A warmth or emotion inside that feels like something wants to get out.  
 
I was really in-tune with what my body was feeling. 
 
Body movements 
I was sitting here bopping my foot, bopping my leg a little bit. 
I sorta clasped my hands together, to kind of comfort myself. 
I could feel my arms pulling closer to my side, sort of hug myself a little bit, ‘cause I 
was shaking.  
And you kind of take a deep breath.  
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I didn’t move at all. 
I never sit straight up, but I was sitting straight up. And I watched.  
I kind of pulled myself together, like (gasping breath sound) and did that, trying to 
deep breathe. 
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Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to Emotional Responses,  
derived from the In-Depth Interviews of the Participants using Phenomenological 
Reduction 
 
Intensity of an emotion 
I have a stronger emotional reaction to story songs.  
I think I had a stronger reaction when I was with my mother— ‘cause we were both 
actively crying and needed tissues. I didn’t need tissues the other times I teared up. 
It’s a very humanistic range of emotions. 
I was just moved earlier, because he (the tenor) hadn’t been able to sing. And then as 
it progressed he was able to sing beautifully, and just the culmination of the 
emotions there was very moving.  
It’s definitely more powerful when I’m in the midst of it.  
I think that each year that I participate in it that the emotions get a little bit stronger, 
and I feel it a little more powerfully.  
Usually it’s when I’m really listening or paying attention or being involved in it in 
some manner, where I’ve had the strongest experiences. 
 
Connection or intimacy felt with the emotions of another individual 
It’s just kind of a theme that has always touched me throughout my life, and I think 
I’ve gotten that from my mother, she’s the same way. 
I think I was emotional anyway, because I was with my mom. 
 
There are parts where you can just see what he was feeling. 
That’s when it gets personal enough that you get moved by it. 
You connect with what (the emotions) he was trying to express. 
You really start to feel like you’re starting to enter the emotions that the piece was 
written to convey.  
You know what the composer was trying to convey and you listen for those 
emotions.  




I can’t really say that I have experienced what he has, but you can always connect to 
experiences that you’ve had. 
You think about the experiences you’ve had that gave you a similar feeling. 
Dolly Parton’s voice is so sweet and so earnest, and so genuine that I think that it 
also adds a lot to the song. 
 
The influence of text or story on the emotional response to the musical selection 
This song really touched me, just because of— the storyline.  
This very sweet, very simple story she’s telling. I think it’s very powerful.   
I don’t think I would have gotten as emotionally involved (if I hadn’t read the 
program notes). 
Because my specialization is choir music, so often times, I have the text and hear the 
text, and that’s a big part of connecting with something.  
I don’t usually have as easy of a time getting involved in orchestra pieces, because I 
don’t readily know what is going on. 
Reading the program, that’s made a big difference.  
The song goes into detail.  
(The background in the lyrics) sets the tone.  
The lyrics paint such a vivid picture of the story that I think it’s part of the strong 
emotional reaction I had to it. You feel like you’re there almost.  
(The story) is about having a relationship that is so important to someone that 
despite all these different difficulties, they’re able to pull through and be strong and 
be the person they once were, because of that person.  
When we got to that song (in the progression of the text), I was just very moved.  
I was able to hear the words and melodies a lot more clearly. 
 
Emotional responses and connections to live musical performances 
It’s always easier to get emotionally involved when there are people. When there are 
people conveying the music. That’s something that lacks a little when you hear 
recordings, because you don’t see the performers really digging into their bows.  
   59
  
 
See the faces these people have. 
With great professionals, they are in tune with what they’re playing and to see 
them— ‘cause they have the emotion and they play it and between the playing and 
the visual of seeing them, and knowing they understand what they are playing makes 
it all the more emotional— it makes it easier to get emotional with them. And 
because of that live performances are always more moving than recorded ones.  
It was also very joyful to be able to participate in creating that music.  
I’m always moved by Handel’s Messiah, but infinitely more so when I am playing it. 
I’m always moved and I always feel some emotion, especially when we’re near the 
end of it.  
It’s definitely more powerful when I’m kind of in the midst of it— either listening to 
it live or especially when I am playing it or participating in it in some way. 
 
I’ve also had experiences with the Messiah where I just was listening to it and I felt 
very strong emotions then as well. 
 
Influence of morals, lessons or themes in the music on the emotional experience 
I’m always touched by seemingly small people that have really a better sense of self 
and a better awareness of what’s really important than those who may seem older or 
hold more power in society. 
It’s a kind of theme that has always touched me.  
She’s relaying the same sort of simple, strong message to us.  
The coat represented a lot of love and the richness that love has. Being rich doesn’t 
necessarily have to do with love or money, but has to do with love and support.  
A very simple philosophy and it’s very powerful. 
 
Emotional crying 
But still every time I hear this song, there’s time where I can’t listen to it , and I have 
to turn it off, because it brings me to that crying point again. 
With really good pieces it keeps going beyond that and that’s when you get move to, 
you know maybe not crying, but fogging up.   
I was just listening, then one rolled down my face, and I was like “oh no”.  
 
It was sorta like a release of emotion. 
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Emotional response or connection with the music. 
The music itself completely changes in tone and timbre and it’s just really beautiful, 
because up until then the music is very, very heavy. But with this song, it’s just so 
joyful and light and you can almost feel the rejoicing in it.  
The music itself in that is just so intricate and so beautiful that I’ve had powerful 
experiences with that. 
 
Personal emotions and feelings 
During the whole performance I just felt an immense sense of gratitude. 
During this particular piece I felt a great sense of hope. 
After enduring all that, this piece is so hopeful. 
 
Participation in the musical performance 
It was joyful to be able to participate in creating the music.  
Yes, (participating in the music) absolutely (added to my emotional response). 
 
I’m always moved when I hear Handel’s Messiah, but infinitely more so when I am 
playing it. 
   61
  
 




Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to Interpersonal Relationships,  
derived from the In-Depth Interviews of the Participants using Phenomenological 
Reduction 
 
Shared the experience with mother 
I’ve cried and actually heard it with my mother in the car also, and we were both like 
sobbing, driving down the road. 
She and I were out on a road trip together, after I listened to this (the song) going up 
to visit her.  
She and I rode together to go visit my sister.  
We were listening to it together. 
We started like crying and we’d pass each other tissues. 
We were both crying at this song.  
We were both actively crying and needed tissues.  
I think I’ve gotten that from my mother, she’s the same way. 
It was something we were able to share together. 
It was a bonding moment with the other person in the car.  
I could remember back to being in the car with my mom.  
Listening to the song that she and I had an experience together with it. 
 
Separation and a longing to reunite with family 
I was really looking forward to seeing my family, and I miss them a lot. 
I hadn’t been with her (mother) in a while.  
Not seeing her for so long, and kinda missing my mom.  
I miss them. 
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Real, anticipated, imagined, or recollected relationships 
It was very personal to him (Tchaikovsky).  
Between playing and the visual of seeing them, and knowing that they understand 
what they are playing.  
Everyone goes through the unrequited love thing, and almost everyone I’m sure has 
gone through the loss of love thing. 
You know what the composer was trying to convey.  
 
With a piece based on all the phases of love, you think about your past experiences.  
You break down the relationships you’ve had into these movements (phases of 
loves). 
You think about your previous experiences and who you were with, and what you 
did.   
 
It was kind of more like an empathy. 
 
It (the music) beings me closer to the Savior, because I think it certainly is an 
explanation of the Savior. 
 
Relationships in the music 
He (Tchaikovsky) had a relationship with a member of the Russian royal court.  
She’s the songwriter’s grandmother.  
There are the two relationships. There’s the grandson/grandmother relationship that 
is starting to decline a little because of her physical losses, memory losses, but the 
hope came in, finding, that she was able to find this one person that she loved so 
much that, that relationship was so important to he later in life, even after he was 
gone.   
 
I think it’s about having a relationship that is so important to someone that despite 
all these different difficulties, they’re able to really pull through and be strong and 
be the person they once were, because of that person. It’s really, really powerful. 
 
Relationship to family members 
It wasn’t that I necessarily related to a grandparent losing that sort of cognizance.  
My grandparents are getting older, and I thought about one grandfather in particular. 
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It made me think of family a lot. 
My father was in the military and both my grandparents were in the military, and 
there are a lot of military references in the song. 
The father reference came up a lot for me this time around.  
Thinking about my own family and relationships.  
I’ve grown up with classical music in particular and my entire family is involved in 
music. 
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Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to Cognitive Responses,  




The little girl I imagined being maybe 7 or 8-year-old and going into school with 
this coat made of rags and all the kids making fun of her.  
I was picturing my grandmother sorta taking on the role of Dolly Parton and her 
mother.  
The lyrics paint such a vivid image.  
There’s all this imagery of when he’s carrying the cross, and it’s very, very heavy 
imagery. 
The imagery of the Savior carrying the cross and trying to pull it on his back always 
comes to mind. 
 
Memories 
“Oh that’s such a sweet song” – she (mother) remembered it from years ago.  
I told her about how I had cried. 
It’s sort of reminiscent of the stories that my grandmother would tell me about 
growing up and how they didn’t have much, but her mother would always make so 
much out of the little that they had that she had a very enjoyable, happy childhood. 
I remember back to being in the car with my mom.  
More memories came up the second time around, that I had remembered the first 
time. 
My father was in the military and both my grandparents were also in the military. 
 
Associations 
It reminds me of my own grandparents, because they both grew up very poor.  
Every time I hear this song, there’s times where I can’t listen to it, and I have to turn 
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it off, because it brings me to that crying point again. 
At this point (in the music) reminds me of the resurrection.  
I was reminded, again, of the pieces that came before it. 
 
Engagement 
I think I have a stronger emotional reaction to story songs, because I get involved in 
the story.  
We weren’t talking during the song, we were both listening and very engaged in the 
song.  
It was very focused.  
I was able to tune everything in to the song and the message it was sending. 
You get very intent.  
I was able to hear all of the words, because I wasn’t stopped by tears.   
I obviously wanted to focus on just listening. 
 
Expectations 
I didn’t think I’d cry, because I’ve heard it so many times.  
I didn’t think I’d have a reaction like this.  
I didn’t expect to have such a strong physical reaction to it.  
You’re expecting a certain thing, and I mean in some cases they exceed 
expectations.  
I realize “why am I weeping” I don’t really know why I’m relating to this song so 
much. 
Until then he hadn’t been able to make any sound come out, practically, but he just 
sang beautifully.  
I was just moved earlier (a previous tenor solo), because he hadn’t been able to sing.  
I wasn’t quite expecting it.  
Suddenly something will catch my attention, and I’ll feel something real strongly. 




All the stuff we had talked about was very fresh and it was a song I had heard a lot. 
It brought me back to why it touched me in the beginning.  
You think about all your past love experiences. 
You think about times in your life when you have gone through periods where you 
felt certain ways that you might think are comparable.  
You think about the experiences you had that gave you a similar feeling. And that 
probably leads to some of the emotional connection. 
I tried to process why it was making me cry so much. 
I thought about a colleague who’s working in a nursing home and her experiences 
with people not remembering who they are. And how that’s moved her.  
I thought of so many things while listening to the song.  
Thinking about not remembered the people I’m with or the experiences I go through 
is really hard to even think about.  
The first time around I didn’t really think about the song relating to me so much. It 
was more about these people at this time. 
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Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to the Context of the Experience,  
derived from the In-Depth Interviews of the Participants using Phenomenological 
Reduction 
 
Listening to music alone 
I was listening to it on the road.  
I was by myself. 
I was sitting in the car.  
I was in my car. 
Sort of looked around, I was in my car, I was looking to see if anyone realized that I 
started crying out of nowhere. 
 
Listening to music with someone 
Heard it with my mother in the car. 
She and I were on a road trip together.  
With a group of friends. 
 
At the Kimmel Center. 
 
Situational context 
Sitting in a room with no distractions and having just the song.  
I was able to hear all of the words, because I wasn’t stopped by the tears and the 
really intense emotional reaction this time, as I almost always am. Probably because 
I was with someone (the interviewer). 
Every year I play in the orchestra for Handel’s Messiah, and this year, this past 
Christmas we added a few new tenor solos. 
The soloist, who was a tenor, had been really, really sick until the day of the 
performance and even that day was still very sick. 
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Live vs. recorded music 
People conveying the music, there. And that’s something that lacks a little when you 
hear recordings, because you don’t see the performers really digging into their bows. 
Live performances are always more moving than recorded ones.  
More (emotional responses) in the live setting. 
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Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to Spiritual Responses,  
derived from the In-Depth Interviews of the Participants using Phenomenological 
Reduction 
 
Morals or messages of the text 
The story her mother was telling her about Joseph and the coat. These stories with 
very simple, but strong messages. 
She’s relaying the same sort of simple, strong message to us, and in that way it’s 
spiritual, but it’s kind of these ways to live, lessons to live by.  
I think I had more of a reaction to what the message was saying more than 
spirituality. 
It’s a little spiritual.  
It just gives me hope that we know we will be rescued from that (grief and hardship) 
as well. 
 
Connection to the music 
It’s spiritual in a sense that I feel a connection with this song. 
Spiritually, you don’t think a whole lot into it. 
You get the feeling like “God, this is so beautiful”, but it’s not really a religious 
experience so much or a spiritual experience. 
I view it as, in part at least, a prayer.  
Giving our praises (in the music) to the Lord instead of Him giving something to us.  
Brings me closer to the Savior. 
It certainly is an explanation of the Savior. Of his life and his mission. 
I felt an immense sense of gratitude for the Savior and for the atonement and for 
Christ’s life and all of his sacrifices. 
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Physical sensations of a spiritual experience 
A warmth or an emotion inside that I can’t— it feels like something wants to get out. 
Feels like an expansion of myself. 
In a religious sense I have felt the spirit more strongly each time. 
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 Initial Themes and Significant Statements related to Music,  




I’m not a big country music fan, but I really like Dolly Parton. I think she’s very 
genuine and the song is very genuine.  
This kind of earthy music, this country music and it’s just very genuine and I had a 
response to it.  
I like all kinds of music, but I’m definitely familiar with classical music and have 
been involved in it a lot, and so I enjoy it.  
I like baroque styles more than super contemporary things or atonal music or 
anything like that, so, my personal preferences definitely play a factor in that. 
 
Quality of music 
They played it very well.  
With really good pieces it keeps going beyond that and that’s when you get moved.  
I had forgotten about the beginning bassoon part. That was very nice. 
 
Aesthetic beauty 
He just sang beautifully. 
It changes in tone and in timbre, and it’s just really beautiful.  
The music itself if just so intricate and so beautiful.  
I felt the beauty behind the words and the melodies. 
 
Musical progression 
When it (the music) first starts it’s very hushed. 
The piece in the form of events is the different phases of love and it goes from 
unrequited, to happy having it, and then losing it in the end.   
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Nothing happens for a while, and then out of that rumbling of strings and lower 
brass comes the big melody in the violins and violas.  
The progression that the oratorio goes, is that the Savior just struggles with all the 
people’s griefs and they’re heaped upon him, and everyone persecutes him and he 
endures all this.  
I was able to feel the progression of it a lot more distinctly (being so closely 
involved with the music).  
 
The main melody that keeps on coming back. 
 
The music itself completely changes in tone and timbre and it’s just really beautiful, 
because until then the music is very, very heavy. 
 
Musical experience 
My specialization is choir music. 
 
I play the violin. 
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4.7 Imaginative Variation 
 The imaginative variations were composed using imagination to seek all possible 
meanings of the experience.  The following variations are the researcher’s attempt to 
explore metaphors that may reveal the universal experience of the phenomenon of crying 
to music listening.   
Laura 
 Laura described her experience at a family-owned chocolate café with her friend 
Cassie, where she ate a caramel truffle.  As she and Cassie walked down the city blocks 
to meet their friend George for dinner, Laura told Cassie about this delicious caramel 
truffle she had discovered last week at a café, and that she just had one on the way to 
meet her.  “You have to come in the café and try another piece with me”, she urged 
Cassie, and Cassie remembered having heard, years ago, about how delectable this 
chocolate was at this café.  
 Laura enjoyed chocolates with caramel, like this one, because she loved the flavor 
and texture of caramel together with the richness of the chocolate.  She remembered 
having tasted a similar chocolate once or twice, many years ago, before she rediscovered 
this chocolate shop; she could not help but get a piece on her way to meet Cassie, who 
she was excited to see after so many months.  When Laura began to describe how much 
she loved caramel chocolates, Cassie exclaimed that she remembered having a caramel 
truffle many years ago, and remembered that it was absolutely delicious.  
 Laura and Cassie walked back into the chocolate café, where they remembered 
Laura’s name, and didn’t speak a word while they indulged in the chocolates.  Laura felt 
as though she was almost in a sort of trance as they ate these chocolates and passed each 
other different kinds of caramel chocolates to try.  The chocolates tasted even better when 
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she was with Cassie, because she was so excited to see her and tell her about these 
chocolates.  They laughed together as they realized they were both stuffing their faces 
with chocolates and realized that they shared a love for caramel chocolates.  Laura didn’t 
think that she’d enjoy these chocolates as much as she did with Cassie, because she had 
just had a chocolate earlier that day, and she had tasted these chocolates so many times 
before.   
Laura was also inspired by the fact that this shop was a family business, rather 
than a major franchise, and that they already knew her by name.  A family that believed 
in their mission so much that they were able to compete with all the other chain stores 
was something that always touched Laura, and Cassie had always had a similar reaction 
to family businesses.  Laura believed that this family’s passion for what they did could be 
tasted in the hand-made, personal recipes used in the chocolates.  This reminded her of a 
friend of her parents who had successfully run a business that stood up against other 
stores in the industry.   
As she recalled her experience the interview, all of her experiences were fresh in 
her mind and her emotional response was more intense sitting in a room with no 
distractions.  Tasting another chocolate in the interview, she remembered why she had 
been so moved by the delicious flavor and the significance of a family-owned business 
and recipe.  Laura was really in tune with remembering the taste of the chocolates, and it 
reminded her of this experience she had shared with her friend.    
Carl 
 Carl went with a group of friends to an art show that displayed the artwork of a 
well-known, deceased artist.  As they waited for the tour of the exhibit to begin, they read 
the background on the artist’s life and the messages he attempted to convey in his 
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artwork.  This information described that the artist had finished this collection shortly 
before his death, and that his work was very personal to him, as some of his work had 
been very controversial in the society at the time it was created.  Each room in the exhibit 
contained the artist’s representation of his life: his birth, his childhood, his adulthood and 
his death.   
 The background was very useful for Carl, as he often has difficulty knowing what 
is being represented in artwork.  He specializes in poetry, and the text plays an important 
for Carl in emotionally relating to something.  “I never would have been able to see what 
the artist was feeling if I hadn’t read the background notes” he thought to himself, and 
felt as though he could connect to the different life emotions the artist was trying to 
express.  The quality of the art was excellent, and Carl connected with the theme of the 
stages of life to the point where he felt renewed.  He took a deep breath and started to get 
goose bumps as he looked at piece after piece of artwork and his eyes started to feel 
foggy.      
 Carl watched so intently, that his eyes got tired, but he continued to look at the 
artwork, thinking about his own life progression so far and what was yet to come.  He 
had only lived a fraction of the time this artist had, but he could connect to his own life 
stages that reflected those of the artist.  It was easier for Carl to connect to a piece of 
artwork when he could see it live, rather than a print or in a textbook.  He could see the 
strokes of the brush, and the vividness of the colors, and the texture of the layers, and 
Carl has stronger, more frequent connections when he sees original creations of art or 
poetry.  
 When Carl revisited the gallery for the interview, he had forgotten about one of 
the pieces that was displayed as you walk into the exhibit, and thought it was beautiful.  
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The same art pieces touched Carl, and he again connected the most to the pieces of art 
that he could relate his own life to.   
Jenny 
 Jenny trips every time she goes up the main sets to the library, and there are times 
when she takes a different way into the library, because she is afraid she will trip again.  
She always blamed the construction of the stairs and that they were old and designed 
poorly, and never realized that it might be the shoes she was wearing or the way she was 
walking.   
 The stone stairs changed sizes in certain parts leading to the top, and she didn’t 
notice this the first time she walked up the flight of stairs and she tripped.  She looked 
around to see if anyone had noticed that she tripped out of nowhere, and took deep 
breaths to try to pull her self back up.  Her face burned in embarrassment and she tried to 
figure out why she was the only one who tripped on the stairs.  It wasn’t that she wasn’t 
coordinated, and she thought of a friend who tripped quite frequently on stairs because 
she had big feet.  
 Jenny thought about her physical coordination again, and realized that she had 
been a little clumsier lately.  It made her think about dancing, which she missed 
participating in, and the coordination that she used to have when she danced.  “Maybe my 
coordination is starting to deteriorate,” she thought. 
 After revisiting the steps with the interviewer she was able to walk up the stairs 
for the first time without tripping.  She remembered some additional thoughts she had 
when she had originally fell on the stairs.  She remembered that she had been 
preoccupied with the first day of classes and had not really been paying attention to the 
uneven stairs. It was really important to her to be coordinated and it was hard to think 
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about the fact that she may be losing some of her grace and coordination she cherished 
from when she was actively participating in dance.   
 Jenny paused and looked down at the stairs, and was able to see exactly how they 
rose and changed. She had not been able to really examine them in the past, because she 
was preoccupied with the fear of tripping again.  She realized that there were a lot of 
things on her mind that contributed to her not paying attention to the uneven stairs, and 
that she was concerned that this event was a reflection of her inability to dance.  She 
realized that there was no way that she could have noticed the widening and narrowing of 
the stairs if she was not paying attention, no matter how coordinated she was.    
Pam 
 Pam plays volleyball, and her entire family is involved in athletics. Although she 
enjoys playing many different sports, she grew up playing a lot of team sports, and really 
enjoyed working with teammates.  She had played in the regional championships every 
year with her team, and this year they had added a few new team-plays. The team captain 
had been very sick before this game, and had been vomiting until the morning of the big 
game.  After the game started, the captain got up to serve the ball and served the ball 
flawlessly, much to everyone’s surprise.  This was a really inspiring moment for Pam, 
and set the stage for her ace spike later in the game when the captain was up to serve 
again.   
 This game was very challenging, and both teams had won two sets. In the final 
and fifth set, our team started to play very differently.  Our fingers were lighter as we set 
the ball up in the air, and our spikes were harder and sharper.  Pam was inspired by this 
change in the team’s positive attitude and change in their style of playing.  Pam believed 
that you didn’t have to be involved in the final move of a play to be inspired by the 
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results, but this helped give you a better understanding of the techniques of executing the 
play and it was clearer how the play could come together.  
  It was difficult for Pam to play after she had scored a point towards the end of this 
last and final set in the game, and her body felt a little weaker as she realized the impact 
she may have had. She was excited to be a part of such a successful play and gained a 
better understanding about the strategies that underlined the play.  She wasn’t thinking 
about exactly where she needed to move after her teammates set up the beginning of the 
play like she had to during practices where she successfully spiked the ball over the net.  
She still believed strongly that the play could be successful in a game situation, but she 
had a stronger belief after seeing it used in a game.  
 Pam saw her contribution to this play in the game as a message that she wanted to 
send to her teammates about how much she wanted to help them succeed, and that she 
knew that they would also work together with her to make other plays successful.  She 
always felt closer to her teammates when she was on the court, as opposed to watching 
from the bench, although she still would get involved in what is going on when she was 
observing.  Pam was able to see the results of all of the hard work the team had put in a 
little better each time she played with them in a game situation.   
 
4.8 Revised Themes 
 After comparing the textural descriptions with the imaginative variations, the 
themes and subcategories were revised in the following manner: 
 1) Influence of the situational context on the intensity of the experience  
 
 2) Attachment 
 
 3) Intimacy of a crying response 




 4) Physical expressions of intensity or anxiety  
 
 5) Connection to real, anticipated, imagined, or recollected relationships  
 
 6) The influence of text or themes in the music 
 
 7) Connection with the performance of the music. 
 
 8) Associations, thoughts or expectations in images or memories 
 
 9) Musical influences on the experience 
 
4.9 Structural Synthesis 
 The following structural synthesis is an exploration of the revised themes and the 
possible meanings the experience had for the subjects in an attempt to illustrate the 
underlying structure of the experience as a whole:  
 The essential structures in the experiences of the participants were: the influence 
of the situational context, music, text or performance on their experiences; the 
connections, associations, or thoughts to real, anticipated, imagined or recollected 
relationships; the physical manifestations of intensity or anxiety; and the intimacy of a 
crying experience.  The essential structures of the experience will be described in more 
detail in the next chapter.   
The participants seemed willing, but slightly hesitant to jump into their 
descriptions of their intimate crying experiences as we started the phenomenological 
exploration.  These participants had never had the opportunity to share an experience of 
this intimate nature with a stranger, and there seemed to be anxiety as to the expectations 
of which the researcher had.  Anxiety and apprehension seemed to underline phrases like 
“this is going to sound really strange”, “is that what you were asking”, and “that was a 
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really bad description” which were spoken by all the participants at some point during the 
exploration of their experience.    
 The participants began to describe their experiences with a little more confidence 
and pleasure as they started to describe the details of the events or the associations that 
they had while crying to the musical selection.  The safe space created in the interview 
room, which was the same room for each participant, free of distractions or windows, 
seemed to provide a space where the participants could truly reflect on their experiences.  
They seemed to have a stronger connection with, or better realization of what may have 
influenced their emotional response in this environment.   
 The researcher reminded the participants at the beginning of the interview that the 
goal of the interview was to gain a better understanding of their personal, subjective 
experience to crying while listening to music.  In an attempt to reduce additional anxiety, 
the researcher also informed the participant of the structure of the interview; there would 
be a point after they had described their experience where we would listen to the musical 
selection and they would have the opportunity to add to their previous description after 
this segment.     
  The situational context, music, text and performance impacted the experiences of 
the participants in the original experience as well as in recurring experiences and during 
the interview.  The participants were all alone or had the initial crying experience in a 
private manner.  One participant continued to play her violin in the orchestra, although, 
she had a desire to sit and listen to the soloist, and another participant looked around to 
see if anyone had noticed her sudden “outburst”.  Another participant did not mention 
any of his friends or other concert attendees during his entire description and one more 
participant experienced the weeping response alone before sharing the experience with 
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her mother.  The progression, melody and beauty of the music added to their experiences, 
and the text seemed to make the emotional experience more tangible or concrete.  Lastly, 
the performance of the musical piece, whether live or recorded, had an impact in how the 
participants responded emotionally.  The genuineness of a singing voice, the excellence 
of the performers or the melodies was mentioned in all of the descriptions of the crying 
experiences.     
Connections, associations, and thoughts to real, anticipated, imagined or 
recollected relationships were dominant themes in all of the accounts and seem to play a 
significant role in the crying response.  Participants felt that they could connect with the 
emotion or message the composer was trying to portray, or discussed the associations 
they made to their own current or previous relationships.  Participates discussed their 
responses in terms of “knowing the message or emotion that the singer (or composer) was 
trying to portray”, “I think I’ve gotten that from my mother” or “it made me feel closer to 
the Savior”, and nearly all of their experiences seemed to be related to associations or 
memories of relationships.      
 The physical manifestations of intensity or anxiety seem to be a result of an 
overflow of emotions, whether they are to the physical weeping, anxiety of being in the 
presence of the interviewer, or impact of the aesthetic beauty of the music.  All of the 
participants described physical sensations, states or movements that resulted from the 
thoughts, associations or emotions they experienced.   Two of the participants seemed to 
feel the need to contain their emotions in the presence of others (in a public space or with 
the interviewer), and exhibited anxious movements such as the tightening of the body.  
The intensity felt in the music or emotional experience were described in terms of 
warmth, release, and as an expansion of oneself.  These open, or expanding, movements 
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were the opposite of the tightening or fidgeting that seemed to be the physical displays of 
anxiety and containment.   
In addition, the intimacy of a crying experience seemed to be a theme among the 
participants.  The imaginative variation for the participant Jenny brought to light that 
there may be some shame or embarrassment in exposing certain emotions to the public, 
but Laura’s description illustrates that an intimate experience can be something you may 
want to share with someone you love and trust.  Carl and Pam’s accounts did not mention 
the desire to share their experience with others or the reactions of any onlookers.  This 
may be the result of being so involved in this experience, that social expectations or 
judgment did not matter.    
The safety felt in the environment seemed to influence the participants’ 
willingness to express their emotions or their experiences, both during their initial crying 
experience and during the interview.  Although the participants were able to describe 
their experiences in greater detail, after this safety was felt, there seemed to still be 
apprehension about whether the listening portion of the interview would induce another 
crying response.  One of the participants did have this response, and tried to contain it, 
and another participant was surprised that she did not have a response, which was 
attributed to the presence of the researcher.     
The listening portion of this interview served as an important device to re-surface 
some of the associations or memories of their original experiences, and gave the 
researcher the opportunity to experience the music with the participant.  Not only were 
additional memories or associations recollected, but some of the participants also had 
new or added associations in an environment free of everyday distractions.  Their 
familiarity with the music and experience combined with the atmosphere aided in the 
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clearer picture the participants were able to have of their experience and associations or 
memories to the music.   
The next chapter will discuss the significance of the essentials of the structures of 
the crying phenomenon to music listening in greater detail, by making a comparison to 
the literature that exists in regard to the separate topic areas related to the experience of 
crying while listening to music. 
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 The purpose of the chapter is to orient the reader to the manner in which the 
results relate to or enhance the literature presented in Chapter Two.  This chapter will 
provide an overview of the results of the study and tie this together with literature in 
order to discuss the true essence of the phenomenon.  Clinical applications, the 
limitations of the study and the implications for future research will follow the discussion 
of the essence of the experience.   
 
5.2 Overview of the Results  
 In the results chapter, the data and significant verbal statements, which were 
grouped under themes and subcategories that had emerged, were initially placed in tables.  
The initial subcategories were organized under physiological responses, emotional 
responses, interpersonal relationships, cognitive responses, the context of the experience, 
spiritual responses and music.  Narratives were composed of the participant’s verbal 
accounts and imaginative variations of these narratives were written in order to get a 
better sense of the structures of the experience.  The revised themes of the experience that 
surfaced through the processes listed above were: 1) the influence of the situational 
context on the intensity of the experience 2) attachment 3) intimacy of a crying response 
4) physical expressions of intensity or anxiety 5) connection to real, anticipated, 
imagined, or recollected relationships 6) the influence of text or themes in the music 7) 
connection with the performance of the music 8) associations, thoughts or expectations in 
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images or memories, and 9) musical influences on the experience.  These revised themes 
reflect the overlap in cognitive responses and emotional responses, for example, and it 
seems that the structure of the experience has a strong correlation with interpersonal 
relationships.    
 
 
5.3 Essence of the Experience  
 The essence of the experience is contained in the essential structures of the 
experience. These structures are: the influence of the situational context, music, text or 
performance on their experiences; the connections, associations, or thoughts to real, 
anticipated, imagined or recollected relationships; the physical manifestations of intensity 
or anxiety; and the intimacy of a crying experience. These structures will be addressed 
and expanded on using literature and relevant information from the personal stories of the 
participants.     
Impact of the Situational Context, Music, Text and Performance   
  The situational context, music, text and performance impacted the experiences of 
all of the participants in their original crying experiences.  These factors also contributed 
to recurring experiences and during the interview, in similar and diverse ways.   
 First of all, two of the participants were alone when they had their initial 
experience, which relates to a study by Vingerhoets, Cornelius and Van Heck (1996) 
where it is mentioned that crying responses are often reserved for more ideal situational 
conditions, such as when one is alone.  This supports the theory that although it is unclear 
exactly how the social context influences crying behaviors, it is clear that the presence of 
others can influence the inhibition or expression of a crying response (Vingerhoets et. al., 
2001).  Carl and Pam were not alone, but did not mention anyone else present during 
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their experience as part of their descriptions.  It seems as though the experience was very 
personal, their experience did not involve the presence of peers or strangers around them, 
and the experience was so moving that they did not even consider if anyone around them 
had noticed.  This is different than Jenny’s intimate experience where she looked around 
to see if anyone else in the cars around her had witnessed her private weeping response.  
Henry Aiken believed, as quoted by Meyer (1956), that the unique characteristic of an 
individual’s response “to aesthetic objects is the very fact that, due to our beliefs as to the 
nature of aesthetic experience, we tend to suppress overt behavior” (p.9). Yet, Carl and 
Pam’s experience (crying in a public venue) also brings to light the fact that it may be 
difficult to postpone the physical manifestation of a strong emotion when crying in the 
situation of raptness.  Carl or Pam did not, however, express any thoughts or desires to 
suppress the crying response in the presence of others.   
In addition to cultural, social, and interpersonal influences, personality also plays 
a role in being an important predictor of whether someone will cry in a certain context 
(Vingerhoets et. al., 2001), although the brief interaction during the interviews was not 
sufficient for the researcher to gain information about personality. This was not an 
objective for the interview, but it is important to reiterate the individual nature of crying 
experiences to music.  I would add that the musical history of the listener (Meyer, 1956) 
and personal attitudes and beliefs are also factors that would contribute to potential 
crying responses, specifically while listening to music.  The role of music in the family 
would also be an important piece of history that could aid in understanding each 
individual’s past experiences with music, which could influence an emotional response to 
music.     
 Past experiences with music or our memories of other early experiences color our 
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expectations as we listen to music, and structural factors in the music play a role in 
preparing a listener to be open to affective experiences (Meyer, 1956).  Musical 
organization and qualities of music may influence the emotional responses and 
associations made during the listening experience.  According to the interviews, the 
progression of the melody, the movement in the music and the quality and intent of the 
performer’s portrayal of the music, add to the experience. This progression may be 
instrumental, in the lyrics, or in the overall movement of the story separated by verses or 
movements.  Each participant discussed the progression of the story the text told, and or 
the music that accompanied this movement.   
 The text seemed to make the experience more tangible, and helped add insight to 
and added to the emotions experienced.  Laura, Carl and Pam mentioned that the 
genuineness, beauty or physical display of the emotions in the musician’s playing or 
singing had an impact on their experience, and other judgments were placed on the 
quality or performance of the music.  Text and background information served as 
significant tools that connected with the participants’ emotions.  It seemed from the 
descriptions, however, that it was the music and text combined that played a role in their 
experience.  To have the music and text separated would not necessarily make an 
experience better or worse, but it would make the experience different.  In the author’s 
perspective, it may be easier to pinpoint an emotion to music with lyrics, because the 
listener has the text of the story or emotion being conveyed to accompany the musical 
movement and their extramusical associations.   
 Instrumental and vocal techniques have the ability to mimic the human voice, 
body movements or depict a specific scene, which may non-verbally connect to a 
person’s thoughts or emotions outside of the text.  Nelson (2005) discussed the potential 
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lyrics have to open up cognitive associations, moods and images that may lead to a non-
aesthetic response to the music.  These responses may also add to an aesthetic response to 
the music, creating deeper layers to the emotional experience, and to the potential 
physical expressions of these emotions.   
 The live or recorded nature of the performance is also a topic that came out of the 
interviews.  Laura and Jenny had experiences to recorded music, and Carl and Pam had 
experiences to live performances.  Carl and Pam also mentioned their own musical 
background in their descriptions, and Laura and Jenny did not make any references to 
their musical experience.  It is hard to tell if musical experience or proficiency has an 
impact on whether a live or recorded performance has a stronger impact, since both of the 
participants with musical background shared experiences to live music.  It is clear, 
however, that recorded, performed, and live music listening may elicit powerful 
emotions.      
 Pam was playing her violin in the orchestra during her crying experience, even 
though she had a desire to sit and listen and she recounted that she has stronger emotional 
reactions to music that she is actively participating in.  This may either be listening to a 
live performance, or when she is playing, however, she has a stronger response when she 
is participating in playing the music.  Carl also mentioned having frequent crying or 
emotional responses to choir music, either as a performer or as a listener.  It will be 
interesting to compare and contrast the research experiences found in the Lowis (2002) 
study where passively listening to music had a higher chance of triggering a peak 
experience, to the crying experiences of the participants in this study.  The differences 
between a crying response and peak experience to music listening vs. playing would need 
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to be researched in order to understand the similarities and differences between the 
experiences.   
 According to the definition of a peak experience (Maslow, 1971) and the 
absorption and self awareness that may result during this self-transcending experience, it 
would be difficult for a performer to continue performing, which was not the case for 
Pam or Carl.  On the other hand, peak experiences have to do with an individual’s sense 
of integration and purpose, which may have been elements experienced by Pam and Carl 
when performing music.  Peak experiences seem to be commonly triggered by an 
“experience of real excellence, of real perfection, of any moving toward the perfect 
justice or toward perfect values” (Maslow, 1971, p.169).  This would attribute to the 
elements of perfection, wholeness or unification to which the participants referred in the 
interviews.  These elements included the quality of the music, which seemed to be 
important to the participants, the concept of reuniting with family, and the references 
made to deity.    
Although there appears to be elements of peak experience in certain experiences 
of crying to music, it seems as though the experience of crying to music has similarities 
with the psychological concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  Flow can be described 
as “the feeling when things [are] going well as an almost automatic, effortless, yet highly 
focused state of consciousness” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 110).  Csikszentmihalyi 
(1996) outlines nine key elements that are involved in the experience of enjoyment, some 
of which were expressed in the phenomenological interviews.  Three of the elements that 
came up in this study were: the merging of action and awareness, the exclusion of 
distractions from consciousness, and the activity becoming autotelic or “an end in itself” 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pg. 113).   
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 The merging of action and awareness means that an individual is focused on what 
they are doing and are fully absorbed in the experience.  The exclusion of distractions 
may be supported by the merging of action and awareness, and contributes to the “intense 
concentration on the present” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pg. 112) that is characteristic of 
flow.  Experiences such as music, art of sports may be autotelic, because there may be no 
reason to participate “except to feel the experience [these activities] provide” 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pg. 113).   
 Lastly, familiarity to the structure or style to a piece, or the listener’s musical 
preference is also significant.  This also influences the expectations we have in the music, 
and if a listener is either analyzing or passively enjoying a musical work.  Musical 
preference was also found to be an important factor in the Lowis (2002) study on peak 
experiences.  Regardless, there seems to be a similarity in the role of preference in both 
peak experiences and in the crying response.  As discussed earlier, Edmund Morris, a 
biographer, and Alan Ginsberg, a poet, have both had weeping experiences to preferred 
or familiar music.  Familiarity and preference are some of many factors that lead to 
connections, associations, thoughts and memories that may lead to a crying response.  
The examples of Edmund Morris and Alan Ginsberg also illustrate interpersonal 
connections and strong identification with what they believed was a direct expression by 
the author.  Interpersonal relationships will be discussed in detail below.     
Connections, associations, and thoughts to real, anticipated, imagined or recollected 
relationships 
 Relationships were a dominant theme in the descriptions of personal experiences 
of crying to music listening, and seem to play a significant role in the crying response.  
Relationships were described in the context of connections they felt, associations they 
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made, thoughts they had, or the presence of a loved one in a shared crying experience.  
These relationships were real (mother), anticipated (deity), imagined (composer) or 
recollected (previous relationship).  The participants connected with the emotions and 
messages that were portrayed in the music, and discussed associations they had made 
with their current or previous relationships.  Human emotions are, in fact, influenced by 
social experiences and these relationships may influence the overt or covert expression of 
the emotions.  Crying has been assumed to have depressing effects (Sakuragi et. al., 
2002), however, the contexts, and I would add present and evoked relationships, involved 
in these experiences serve as crucial information in differentiating different kinds of tears 
(Vingerhoets, 2002).       
Nelson (2005) described crying as a behavior directly related to attachment and 
caregiving, and that music is also intimately related.  Like crying, music has the ability to 
convey and communicate meaning and can serve as a means for giving and getting 
information.  Music has the potential to communicate meaning on a larger level, whether 
socially or spiritually, through messages and themes (Kreitler and Kreitler, 1972).  These 
messages may be portrayed or interpreted by real, imagined, anticipated or recollected 
relationships.  In addition, the personal meaning, associations or memories an individual 
takes or creates from the music may be expressed through tears.  These tears may have a 
very different meaning than the musical connotations or associations the person makes 
(Meyer, 1956).     
 It seems as though the emotions that lead to tears may precede the full 
comprehension of the personal associations they are making to the music.  Many of the 
participants seemed to make more meaning and connections to the recollected memories 
and associations, after they had explored what may have been going on in greater depth 
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in the interview.  More associations came to mind as the researcher asked for additional 
details about the descriptions, as with Jenny, who had originally experienced her crying 
response as empathy for the events in the song.  After discussing her experience and re-
listening to the music, she realized that there were personal connections and relationships 
with which she related to in the songs and that it was not just an empathetic response.  
 Koestler (1966) addressed the identification that was necessary when weeping in 
sympathy (or empathy) for another person.  Identification is the process in which an 
individual adopts the characteristics of, or strongly identifies with, a characteristic or 
experience of another human being.  Jenny most likely identified what she connected 
with in order to have tears of empathy for the songwriter, during the interview, an 
identification that she may not have consciously been aware of during her initial response 
to the song.    
This implies the importance of sharing a crying experience to music with 
someone an individual trusts and in therapy. Laura, for example, had her initial crying 
response alone and then shared her experience with her mother.  She had a stronger 
emotional response when she was with her mother, a person with whom she trusted in 
sharing this intimate experience, and wept to the point that she needed tissues to wipe her 
tears.  The participants seemed to become more aware of the details of their experiences 
and the associations that may have contributed to the experience when they shared their 
experience with the researcher.  Thus, sharing an experience of crying to music in therapy 
may bring up information in regard to the individual’s psychosocial history, family and 
interpersonal relationships, coping skills, body awareness, cognitive functioning or their 
ability to empathize.  The verbal description of the experience may also aid in 
strengthening a client’s ability to have better insight and self awareness.   
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As previously mentioned, Vingerhoets et. al. (2002) wondered whether the most 
frequently reported emotions associated with crying (but not specific to music listening) 
of grief, sadness, joy, anger, frustration, self-pity, helplessness and powerlessness were 
experienced before or during a crying response.  The participant’s narratives seem to 
name a combination of many emotions that are felt before, during and after the crying 
experience, and there seems to be more than one underlying emotion when listening to 
music (overwhelmed by beauty, sadness or joy in association with relationships or 
memories and empathy).  There may also be different emotions felt during different parts 
of the musical or lyrical progression of the music that all contribute to the crying 
response.   
Physical Manifestation of Intensity or Anxiety 
Physical manifestations seem to be a result of an overflow of emotions including 
anxiety, inspiration, intensity or empathy. Physical responses were experienced by all of 
the participants, either as a result of (runny nose), accompanying (warmth), preceding 
(goose bumps), or following the crying response (tense body).  These physical displays 
seem to be associated with intensity (music or emotion) or anxiety.  Some of the 
responses may have been a response to the anxiety felt of being in the presence of the 
interviewer, the impact of the aesthetic beauty of the music, or the intense connection 
they felt to the text.  These physical responses were in the form of sensations, states, or 
movements that were a result of the thoughts, associations or emotions they experienced.   
Different situational or cognitive factors play a role in the physical expressions 
made, and although each individual is unique, there seem to be some similarities that may 
be generalized.  The presence of others may cause thoughts or emotions that lead to the 
tightening of the body (“pull myself together”) or the clasping of hands, in order to 
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contain tears or emotions.  These are physical movements as opposed to physical 
sensations, and they seem to typically be conscious and deliberate.  Laura exhibited both 
the physical responses of tightening and clasping when she started to have a crying 
response to the music, during the interview.   
Intensity and intimacy tend to be felt through physical sensations that happen 
involuntarily, or the listener does not consciously direct these responses.  The participants 
described intense experiences as warmth, a release or as an expansion.  Goose bumps and 
“cleansing” were also sensations described in intense or anticipatory moments of the 
music and the emotions that were developing parallel to the musical progression.  In 
addition, body states, such as a trance or being relaxed, accompany physical, emotional 
and cognitive responses to music listening and may occur prior to, during, or after an 
crying experience.     
Intimacy of a Crying Response 
Crying responses may have the function of communication, but are not restricted 
to this function.  Adults would not continue to weep or cry throughout their lifespan, if 
crying were only for the purposes of non-verbal communication for infants (Nelson, 
2005).  There is also a point in a person’s life where crying changes from being public 
(an infant does not refrain from crying to express their needs in the presence of others), to 
being an intimate emotional expression.   
The intimacy of a crying experience seemed to be a theme among all of the 
participants.  The imaginative variation for Jenny revealed that there may be shame or 
embarrassment felt in exposing this intimate experience to the public, and Laura shared 
her experience with someone who she loved and trusted (her mother).  Although Carl and 
Pam did not mention the desire to share their experience with others or the reactions of 
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any onlookers, they may not have been aware of other individuals during their 
experience.  Even in a public setting, they seemed to have a very personal, intimate 
experience, and they did not seem concerned about social expectations or judgment.   
 The crying responses of the three female participants would be categorized as 
weeping responses, as defined by Koester (1966) and the male indicated that he had a 
crying response where his eyes got foggy.  This may account for gender differences 
(Fooladi, 2005), and possibly the gender of the interviewer, in the manner in which they 
described or exhibited their emotions.     
Crying to music listening seems to elicit, but is not limited to, weeping responses 
in regard to raptness.  Raptness is an experience where an individual has an overflow of 
emotions when witnessing or experiencing aesthetic beauty (Koestler, 1966); beauty in 
the music, inspiration felt in the message portrayed in the lyrics and other self-
transcending emotions.   
 The participants also seemed to cry in self pity, which is an expression of 
helplessness (Koestler, 1966).  These feelings may either be a need for love, sympathy 
and consolation of which they feel deprived, or (as the personal accounts illustrated) a 
desire to be reunited with a person or some higher entity of which the self feels to be a 
part.  Three of the participants mentioned family, and the fourth participant mentioned 
past romantic relationships.  One of the four participants also referred to a divine being. 
 
5.4 Experience of the Researcher 
 The experience of the researcher during the interviews played a role in the data 
analysis of this research.  A level of empathy or identification was felt by the investigator 
during the interviews, which aided in the bracketing and horizontalization of the data.  
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The investigator’s own experiences in the phenomenon and the empathy felt towards the 
participants during the interview, assisted in the discovery of the essence of the lived 
experience.   
. The step of epoch in each interview was integral in clearing any biases or 
preconceptions that the researcher had about the phenomenon from her own experiences.  
The investigator took a moment before the arrival of each participant to rememeber to 
keep a clear mind and that the goal of the interview was to learn about their personal 
experience.   
   
5.5 Clinical Applications  
 The results of this study have clinical applications for therapists and health 
professionals and particularly for music therapists who work with crying responses. The 
situational context plays a role in crying experiences, and although this has individual 
differences, cultural or social ideas in regard to crying may provide useful information for 
therapists working with particular clients.  To immediately encourage a client to “let it all 
out,” especially in the presence of other people, may be detrimental for clients from 
certain cultural backgrounds; this reaction also tends to be motivated by a desire to stop 
the behavior (“get it all out, and then you will stop crying and feeling this way”).   
 A therapist needs to frame and support the client’s feelings, experiences and 
needs that may be communicated through this physiological means.  It is important to 
gain an understanding of the client’s personal beliefs about emotional expression and 
how these relate to or contradict the ideas of their culture.  Psychological factors, such as 
feelings of shame and guilt, need to be properly addressed with a client, and a therapist 
also needs to be aware of their own beliefs about crying so that they can best serve the 
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clients without their own judgments coloring the way in which they work with their 
clients.   
 Text plays an important role in the associations and connections made with a 
piece of music.  Identification, empathy, grief, hope and emotional connections seemed to 
be magnified through the use of lyrics or background information on a composer or on a 
piece of music for the participants. The text seemed to make certain emotions and 
thoughts tangible to the listeners, and the music may have supported the other emotions 
and thoughts that did not lend themselves to words.  Music therapists may use prewritten 
text or songwriting to take advantage of the ability or words, messages, and contexts to 
influence the way a client may respond to the music.  On the other hand, a therapist may 
choose not to use lyrics at certain stages of therapy where the client may need to step 
outside of labeling their thoughts and emotions.   
 Performance was mentioned from all four participants, and provides significant 
information.  The genuineness of a singer’s voice, the expertise of a professional 
musician, and the beauty of a piece of music hold value for a listener, and there are 
differences in the experiences people have to live or recorded music.  It is evident that 
participation in the music also plays a key role in the listener’s decision to become aware 
of what was being portrayed.  This was discussed as both active listening and in terms of 
participating in playing the music as a musician.  This validates the value of the active 
nature of music therapy, a field of practice which often gets misconceived as being 
limited to pre-recorded media.  In this author’s experience, the true essence of music 
therapy is in the active participation of a client and therapist in making music during the 
therapy sessions and in the therapeutic relationship.      
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Relationships play a big role in crying to music, whether the listener is with 
another person, thinks of a relationship or imagines a relationship through the music.  
Relationships are important in therapy.  There is the relationship between the therapist 
and client, but the client also has multiple relationships that may be real, imagined, 
anticipated or recollected.  Music has the power to bring these relationships to the surface 
and has the potential to help gather additional information, in the verbal discussion, for 
the therapist to use to best help the client.      
 Physiological responses are a natural way that the body responds to emotional or 
cognitive emotions including anxiety and joy.  The reaction of a therapist or health 
professional when witnessing anxiety or relaxation in a client’s body while he or she is 
crying may be to carry similar qualities in their own bodies.  These physical responses 
that the therapist or health professional may feel should be treated as information about 
how the client is feeling. Awareness is a key tool in keeping a professional, therapeutic 
role with the client, if this happens.     
Lastly, the intimacy of a crying response needs to be respected and treated with 
care.  Crying is an intimate emotion that we do not usually express openly as adults, thus, 
structure and support, on the part of the therapist or health professional, is imperative.  
All four participants had the initial crying experience they described alone, whether 
physically or psychologically.  As mentioned earlier, this private nature of crying may be 
treated personally, because this is seen as an appropriate context in which to display this 
response.  To be a witness of this experience means that there must be some level of 
safety, trust, and intimacy in your relationship with the client, and that the client has a 
certain degree of ego strength. Only one participant mentioned sharing her experience 
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with another person (her mother) after her initial experience and it was still personal and 
intimate in nature.     
 
5.6 Limitations of the Study  
Some of the limitations of this study include that:  
1) Emotional crying responses to music only occur to a certain subset of people: Only 
certain subsets of people have had emotional crying responses to music; therefore, the 
results may not be able to be to be applied to other contexts in which crying is a 
phenomenon.     
2) There were a small number of participants that were be recruited for the study: The 
small sample size fulfilled the researcher’s objective to gain an understanding of each 
individual’s unique experience, but the results are not intended to be generalized to a 
larger population.   
3) Recordings were used to listen to the live musical selections in the interview: 
Recordings were played at the end of the participant’s description to see if any additional 
thoughts, memories, or recollections from their original experience were recalled. Two of 
the participants had experience to live performances, which could not be accurately 
represented in an audio recording.    
4) All of the participants were raised in the Western culture and had crying experiences to 
Western music: Although the participants appeared to come from different cultural, 
social, or ethnic backgrounds, they all appeared to be raised in Western (specifically 
American) culture, and their musical selections were also from Western music and 
American country songs.  Although the participants may have been raised with different 
ideas about expression and music, the results of this study cannot accurately represent 
   100
  
 
general cultural variables that may influence the experience of this phenomenon.    
5) The results may not be generalized to children: Four (4) adults over the age of eighteen 
(18) were recruited to participate in the interviews.  Therefore, the results may not be 
generalized to children or those under the age of eighteen (18).    
 
 
5.7 Implications for Future Research 
 This study opens up the doors for additional studies with crying responses to 
music.  Since literature on crying to music listening is nearly unavailable, there are 
numerous areas in which research can and needs to be conducted.  The similarities and 
differences between peak experiences vs. crying experiences, for example, may be 
explored in future research, in regard to music preference, in order to clarify the 
confounding data concerning passive listening vs. active participation in the music.   
 The Lowis (2002) study found that there were more occurrences of peak 
experience when a participant was passively listening to a piece of music rather than 
participating in playing music.  The personal accounts of two of the participants in this 
study, both of whom were musicians, expressed some similarities to the absorption, 
which is characteristic of a peak experience; however, their experiences may be better 
defined as flow.  A musical history would also need to be taken of the participants to 
determine not only their familiarity or ability in playing music, but in their experience 
playing the particular piece of music.   
Another factor that would influence some of the differences in data would be if 
the musical selection that was listened to in the Lowis (2002) study was the same as the 
musical selection they played.  This would create differences since an orchestral piece 
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may have different abilities to stir up certain emotions compared to a beginner-level 
clarinet piece the participant may be capable of playing.  Carl and Pam both expressed 
mastery or expertise over the pieces of music that they had experiences to, whether in the 
specific experience they described or in previous crying experiences, and demonstrated 
aspects of flow.        
Songwriting is a technique used in music therapy that uses original text that may 
be set to a pre-existing melody or a chord progression.  The significance that text played 
on the experiences of the participants reinforce the importance and effectiveness of lyrics, 
however, research would need to be conducted to explore the impact this would have on a 
crying response.  How would listening to, or participating in performing a piece music to 
which the participant created text, influence a crying response?   
The excellence of performance and the quality of music enhanced the experiences 
of the participants.  The participants all shared emotional crying experiences to music 
performed or recorded by professional musicians.  The quality of the music or the 
performance seems to affect the intensity of an experience; however, it is unclear how the 
crying experiences to novice or unprofessional performances compare.     
 Relationships were a core part of the essence of the experience; therefore, more 
information on attachment, caregiving, and interpersonal relationships in regard to music 
needs to be explored.  This may include personal histories in regard to music and 
previous experiences creating or participating (which includes listening) in music with 
others or in the presence of others.   
 Lastly, research in regard to this phenomenon needs to be conducted with children 
as well as with adults who have mental or emotional disorders.  When in life does the 
phenomenon of emotional crying to music listening begin?  It is clear that certain 
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cognitive and emotional developmental milestones need to be achieved; however, the age 
range in which this phenomenon begins needs to be explored.  The similarities or 
differences in the crying experience to music listening of an adult with a mental or 
emotional illness would also be an area to research.       
Ultimately, more research needs to be conducted specifically on crying to music 
listening, and there are innumerable areas that need to be researched to gain a better 
understanding of this phenomenon including areas such as crying experiences to music in 
different cultures, gender differences and influences in the expression of crying while 
listening to music, and crying in music therapy sessions.  An exploration of crying 
experiences to other art forms such as drama or ballet would also add to an understanding 
of aesthetic crying experiences.   
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CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
 The research objective was to begin developing an understanding of the personal, 
unique experience of crying responses to music that arouses emotions.  This research 
investigated the subjective experiences individuals have while listening to music and the 
essence of the experiences that may exist in this experience through a phenomenological 
interview.  The existing literature was searched; however, only one reference to crying to 
music was discovered.  The literature review contains literature and research in regard to 
crying and music that provide a foundation for the phenomenon explored.   
The results of the study were obtained through a phenomenological analysis of the 
data, and the essential structures of the experience that surfaced from the analysis were: 
the influence of the situational context, music, text or performance on their experiences; 
the connections, associations, or thoughts to real, anticipated, imagined or recollected 
relationships; the physical manifestations of intensity or anxiety; and the intimacy of a 
crying experience.  
 The essence of the experience emerged as the essential structures were compared 
to the literature review, and the final results indicated that relationships play a large role 
in the crying experience to music. Text or lyrics, situational contexts, physiological 
responses, and that the intimate nature of the crying experience were also important parts 
of the essence of the experience.    
The study concludes with the notion that more research needs to be done in regard 
to the phenomenon of crying to music listening, in order to have a better understanding of 
the personal and universal aspects of the experience related to culture, gender, and crying 
in music therapy sessions.     
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Drexel University  
Recruiting Volunteers for a Research Study 
 
Research Title  
A Phenomenological Understanding of the Adult Crying Response to Music Listening 
  
Research Objectives 
Music therapists work with clients’ emotional responses to music and crying to music is a 
frequently reported, normal response to music listening; however, little is known about 
the experience of this crying response to music. In addition, there has been very little 
research in regard to adult crying. The purpose of this one-year study is to begin 
developing an understanding of the subjective experience of normal adults’ crying 
responses to music that arouse emotions.  
This study will be conducted in the form of one interview, which will take 20-30 minutes 
to complete. Participants will personally decide if they meet the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria before volunteering for the study. The participant will need to bring a CD of their 
choice of music to which they have had a previous crying response. 
 
During the interview, the volunteer will be asked to recall and describe an experience 
where they have cried, felt tearful, felt like crying, or felt overcome by emotion while 
listening to music. Volunteers will be asked to listen to their choice of music that elicited 
a previous crying response during one portion of the interview, where they will have the 
opportunity to add to their previous description.    
Information for Research Subjects Eligibility  
Inclusion criteria: You can participate in this study if you are 18–30 years of age and 
have had an experience in which you felt like crying, felt tearful, felt overcome by 
emotion, or cried in response to listening to music. Exclusion criteria: You may not 
participate in the study if you have a mental disorder or are not fluent in the English 
language. Please do not volunteer if you feel you may not fit these criteria, as anxiety 
may arise in the recollection of an emotionally-arousing experience. The researcher will 
not ask personal health information, so you must make a personal decision on whether 
you fit the inclusion and exclusion criteria. If you feel you meet the above criteria, and 
would like to participate in the study, please contact us using the contact information 
provided below. The first five (5) people who meet the inclusion criteria to participate in 
the study and who agree to participate in the study, regardless of race, age or gender.    
 
Location of the research and person to contact for further information   
If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact 
   Paul Nolan and Emi Takagi 
   (215)-762-6927 
   New College Building, Room #4417 
This research is conducted by a researcher who is a member of Drexel University.
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      Participant’s Initials ________ 
       Page 1 of 5 
        
DREXEL UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO TAKE PART IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 
 
1. PARTICIPANT NAME: ______________________________________ 
 
2. TITLE OF RESEARCH: A Phenomenological Understanding of the 
Adult Crying Response to Music Listening 
 
3. INVESTIGATOR'S NAME: Paul Nolan, M.C.A.T., MT-BC, LPC, 
Principal Investigator; Emi Takagi, Co-Investigator 
 
4.  RESEARCH ENTITY: Drexel University 
 
5. CONSENTING FOR THE RESEARCH STUDY: This is a long and an 
important document. If you sign it, you will be authorizing Drexel 
University and its researchers to perform research studies on you. You 
should take your time and carefully read it. You can also take a copy of this 
consent form to discuss it with your family member, attorney or any one 
else you would like before you sign it. Do not sign it unless you are 
comfortable in participating in this study.  
 
6. PURPOSE OF RESEARCH: You are being asked to participate in a 
research study. The purpose of this study is to begin developing an 
understanding of the subjective experience of normal adults’ crying 
responses to music that arouse emotions. This research study is being 
performed by a graduate student in partial fulfillment of a master’s degree 
in music therapy. 
 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you meet the 
inclusion criterion, which is that you must be 18-30 years of age, and from 
the general community. Other criteria for this study that you have met is 
that you have had a crying experience to music listening, do not have a 
mental disorder, and are able to read and speak English. There is no 
inclusion or exclusion criteria based on gender or racial/ethnic 
characteristics to participate in this research study.  
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 Approximately five (5) people will be recruited for this study. You may 
 withdraw from the study at any point.  
 
7. PROCEDURES AND DURATION: You understand that, as a result of 
 participating in this study, you will experience the following:   
• You will participate in one interview that will include listening to a 
song to which you previously had a crying response and describing 
what that experience was like. This may involve talking about 
physical sensations, thoughts, feelings, memories, or spiritual 
responses. 
• The interview will last approximately 20-30 minutes. You will meet 
with the researcher in New College Building #4417 and be audio 
taped for transcription and data analysis in order to accurately collect 
data.  
• You will be required to bring a CD of your choice of music that has 
elicited a previous crying response. 
• The purpose of the study will be explained to you at the beginning of 
the interview. 
• The researcher will review the consent form with you and you will 
be asked to sign them, if you agree of your own free will, to 
participate in the study. 
• After the researcher collects the consent form and you have 
confirmed your participation in this study, you will be asked to 
describe your subjective experience of a crying experience you have 
had while listening to music. After you feel you have described the 
experience completely, you will be asked to listen to the music you 
have selected. After listening to the music, you will be given the 
opportunity to add to your description of your previous experience, 
if additional thoughts or recollections come to mind.    
• After completion of the interview, the audiotape will be turned off 
and the researcher will debrief you. You will be given an 
opportunity at this time to express questions and/or concerns as a 
result of your participation in the study. 
 
8. RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS/CONSTRAINTS: There is a risk that 
discussing and listening to the music may provoke strong feelings. This 
study is exploring your description of a previous experience you have had 
listening to emotionally-arousing music, thus, you are not expected to have 
a crying experience during the interview. However, there is a possibility 
that similar or identical emotions may arise during your description or 
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while listening to the music during the interview. If at any point you are 
uncomfortable with the music or the interview, you may choose to 
discontinue your participation in this study. 
 
9. UNFORESEEN RISKS: Participation in the study may involve 
unforeseen risks. You will also be offered the telephone number of the 
principle investigator, Paul Nolan, who is a Licensed Professional 
Counselor, as well as the number of Drexel University’s Student 
Counseling Center. The Office of Research Compliance will also be 
notified. 
 
10. BENEFITS: There may be no direct benefits from participating in this 
study. 
 
11. ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES: The alternative is to not participate  
 in this study. 
 
12. REASONS FOR REMOVAL FROM STUDY: Your participation may 
be stopped before the end of this study for any of the following reasons: 
a) If you decide to discontinue participation. 
b) If all or part of this study is discontinued for any reason by the 
university or investigators. 
c) If you fail to adhere to requirements for participation established by 
the researcher.  
 
13. VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: Participation in this study is 
voluntary, and you can refuse to be in the study or stop at any time. There 
will be no negative consequences if you decide not to participate or to stop.   
 
14.  RESPONSIBILITY FOR COST: You will not be responsible for any 
costs relating to the study. Although you will be asked to bring in a CD or 
tape of a piece of emotionally-arousing music, we ask that you bring a copy 
of the music that you already own.    
 
15. IN CASE OF INJURY:  If you have any questions or believe that you 
 have been injured in any way by being in this research study, you should 
 contact Paul Nolan at (215) 762-6927. However, neither the investigator 
 nor Drexel University will make payment for injury, illness, or other loss 
 resulting from your being in this research project. If you are injured by this 
 research activity, medical care including hospitalization is available, but 
 may result in costs to you or your insurance company because the    
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 University does not agree to pay for such costs. If you are injured or have 
an adverse reaction, you should also contact the Office of Research 
Compliance at 215-762-3453. 
 
16. CONFIDENTIALITY: In any publication or presentation of research 
 results, your identity will be kept confidential, but there is a possibility that  
 records which identify you may be inspected by authorized individuals, the 
 institutional review board (IRB), or employees conducting peer review 
 activities. You consent to such inspections and to the copying of excerpts of 
 your records, if required by any of these representatives. 
 
 Audio recordings will be transcribed by the researcher and then destroyed, 
by erasing, cutting, and discarding the tape at the conclusion of the study. 
Until that time, the audio recordings will be held in a locked cabinet in the 
office of the Hahnemann Creative Arts in Therapy program. Any reference 
to you will be conducted by means of an assigned identification number. To 
insure confidentiality, the list on which this number is identified with your 
name will be destroyed by shedding the document and discarding the list at 
the conclusion of the study. 
 
17. OTHER CONSIDERATIONS: If you wish further information regarding 
your rights as a research subject or if you have problems with a research-
related injury, for medical problems, please contact the Institution’s Office 
of Research Compliance by telephoning 215-762-3453.   
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18. CONSENT TO USE RESEARCH RESULTS AND 
CONFIDENTIALITY OF RECORDS: As a participant in this research, I 
have given my permission to Drexel University to keep, preserve, publish, 
use, or dispose of the results of this research study.  If the information given 
from the interview is used in any publication or presentation of research, I 
will not be identified by name, but by gender and age.  The audio tapes will 
be stored in a locked cabinet in the principle investigator’s office for 
approximately one year; at the completion of this study the tapes will be 
destroyed. 
• You have been informed of the reasons for this study. 
• You have had the study explained to me. 
• You have had all of my questions answered. 
• You have carefully read this consent form, have initialed each page, 
and have received a signed copy. 















Individuals authorized to obtain consent: 
 
Name   Title     Day Phone #  24hr. Phone # 
 
Paul Nolan  Principal    215-762-6927 215-266-0121 
   Investigator 
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This interview will be an open-ended responsive interview. Within the interview, the 
participant will provide an in-depth description of a previous experience in which they 
have had a crying response to music listening. The objective of the interview is for the 
researcher to learn about the lived experience which occurs while listening to music that 
produces a weeping or crying response.  
 
The interview will begin with the researcher asking an opening question, suspending 
further structure.  
 
No personal health information (PHI) will be asked at any time during the interview. The 
questions will only focus on the description of the previous music listening experience, 
and encourage the participant to expand their description   
 
Possible open ended questions may include:  
 
1) “Can you describe your experience while listening to music when you felt like crying, 
felt tearful, felt overcome by emotion or cried?”  
 
2) if the participant, for example, describes a certain memory, he or she may be asked 
“Can you describe anything in the music that brought about that memory?” The 
researcher can ask that the participant elaborate on mentioned physical sensations, 
thoughts, feelings, memories, or spiritual responses.  The broad nature of the research 
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APPENDIX D: “COAT OF MANY COLORS” 




Back through the years 
I go wonderin’ once again 
Back to the seasons of my youth 
I recall a box of rags that someone gave 
us 
And how my momma put the rags to use 
There were rags of many colors 
Every piece was small 
And I didn’t have a coat 
And it was way down in the fall 
Momma sewed the rags together 
Sewin’ every piece with love 
She made my coat of many colors 
That I was so proud of 
As she sewed, she told a story 
From the bible, she had read 
About a coat of many colors 
Joseph wore and then she said 
Perhaps this coat will bring you 
Good luck and happiness 
And I just couldn’t wait to wear it 
And momma blessed it with a kiss 
 
Chorus: 
My coat of many colors 
That my momma made for me 
Made only from rags 
But I wore it so proudly 
Although we had no money 
I was rich as I could be 
In my coat of many colors 
My momma made for me 
So with patches on my britches 
Holes in both my shoes 
In my coat of many colors 
I hurried off to school 
Just to find the others laughing 
And making fun of me 
In my coat of many colors 
My momma made for me 
 
And oh I couldn’t understand it 
For I felt I was rich 
And I told them of the love 
My momma sewed in every stitch 
And I told ‘em all the story 
Momma told me while she sewed 
And how my coat of many colors 
Was worth more than all their clothes 
 
But they didn’t understand it 
And I tried to make them see 
That one is only poor 
Only if they choose to be 
Now I know we had no money 
But I was rich as I could be 
In my coat of many colors 
My momma made for me 
Made just for me 
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Grandma burned the biscuits 
Nearly took the house down with it 
Now she’s in assisted livin’ 
We all knew that day would come 
We knew she was too gone to drive 
The day she parked on I-65 
Found her on the shoulder cryin’ 
She didn’t know where she was 
 
It’s like her mind just quit  
Oh, but bring up grandpa 
It’s like someone flipped a switch  
 
Chorus:  
A front porch light and blue Desoto 
Couple of straws in a Coca-Cola 
You could see it all goin’ down 
A handsome boy in army green 
A tear on his face, down on a knee 
Shaky voice, a diamond ring 
She’ll put you in that town 
Tomorrow she won’t remember what 
she did today 
But just ask her about Ellsworth, Kansas 
1948 
 
She takes out his medals  
A cigar box of letters 
Sits and scatters pictures  
Black and whites of days gone by 
We started losin’ her when she lost him 
But to hear her carry on  
You’d swear she’s seventeen again 
 
Repeat Chorus  
 
Football games and leaves are cracklin’ 
Walking her home in his letter jacket 
You could see it all goin’ down 
A perfect night on a front porch glider  
Sayin’ goodnight for the next three hours 
Her tired eyes grow wide and bright  
When she talks about that town 
Tomorrow she won’t remember what 
she did today 
But just ask her about Ellsworth, Kansas 
1948 
 
While the world is fading all around her  
Sharin’ a sundae at the counter 
He’s goin’ on and on about her 
Bet she’s right there right now 
Tomorrow she won’t remember what 
she did today 
But just ask her about Ellsworth, Kansas 
1948
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Background Information on Messiah: an Oratorio by George Fredrick Handel* 
Much of the libretto comes from the Old Testament. The first section draws heavily from 
the book of Isaiah, which prophesies the coming of the Messiah. There are few quotations 
from the Gospels; these are at the end of the first and the beginning of the second 
sections. They comprise the Angel going to the shepherds in Luke, two enigmatic 
quotations from Matthew, and one from John: "Behold the Lamb of God". The rest of the 
second section is composed of prophecies from Isaiah and quotations from the 
evangelists. The third section includes one quotation from Job ("I know that my 
Redeemer liveth"), the rest primarily from First Corinthians. 
Interesting, too, is the interpolation of choruses from the New Testament's Revelation. 
The well-known "Hallelujah" chorus at the end of Part II and the finale chorus "Worthy is 
the Lamb that was slain" ("Amen") are both taken from Revelation. 
The libretto was compiled by Charles Jennens and consists of fragments of verses from 
the King James Bible. Jennens conceived of the work much as an opera with three acts, 
each comprised of several scenes: 
I -- The Birth  
i -- The prophecy of Salvation  
ii -- The prophecy of the coming of the Messiah  
iii -- Portends to the world at large  
iv -- Prophecy of the Virgin Birth  
v -- The appearance of the Angel to the shepherds  
vi -- Christ's miracles  
II -- The Passion  
i -- The sacrifice, the scourging and agony on the cross  
ii -- His death, His passing through Hell, and His resurrection  
iii -- His Ascension  
iv -- God discloses His identity in Heaven  
v -- The beginning of evangelism  
vi -- The world and its rulers reject the Gospel  
vii -- God's triumph  
III -- The Aftermath  
i -- The promise of redemption from Adam's fall  
ii -- Judgment Day  
iii -- The victory over death and sin  
iv -- The glorification of Christ  
                                                 
* This information was taken from Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia under the article “Messiah (Handel)” 
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The Specific Movements and Lyrics  
of the Oratorio Referred to in the Interview 
 
No. 24. Chorus: Surely He hath borne our griefs  
 (Isaiah 53:4, 5) 
 
Surely He hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows; He was wounded for 
our trangressions; He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement of our 
peace was upon Him.  
No. 27. Recit. accompanied (Tenor): All they that see Him laugh Him to scorn  
 (Psalm 22:7) 
  
 All they that see Him, laugh Him to scorn, they shoot out their lips, and shake 
 their heads saying,:  
 
No. 28. Chorus: He trusted in God that He would deliver Him  
 (Psalm 22:8) 
  
 He trusted in God that He would deliver Him; let Him deliver Him, if He delight 
 in Him.  
 
No. 32. Air (Tenor): But Thou didst not leave His soul in hell  
 (Psalm 16:10) 
  
 But Thou didst not leave His soul in hell; nor didst Thou suffer Thy Holy One 
 to see corruption.  
 
No. 44. Chorus: Hallelujah 
 (Revelation 19:6; 11:15; 19:16) 
  
 HALLELUJAH! for the Lord God omnipotent reigneth.  
 The kingdom of this world is become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His  Christ: 
 and He shall reign for ever and ever.  
 KING OF KINGS, and LORD OF LORDS, HALLELUJAH!  
 
No. 53. Chorus: Worthy is the Lamb that was slain  
 (Revelation 5:12, 13) 
  
 Worthy is the Lamb that was slain, and hath redeemed us to God by His blood, 
 to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, 
 and blessing.  
 Blessing and honour, glory and power, be unto Him that sitteth upon the throne, 
 and unto the Lamb, for ever and ever.  
 Amen.  
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PYOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY 
Symphony No. 6 in B Minor, Op. 74, “Pathétique” 
By Christopher H. Gibbs† 
 
Born in Kamsko-Vodkinsk, Russia, on May 7, 1840; died in St. Petersburg on November 
6, 1893. Tchaikovsky composed the “Pathétique” Symphony in 1893, and conducted the 
world premiere in St. Petersburg on September 16 of that year; the Symphony received 
its US premiere at Carnegie Hall on March 16, 1894, with the New York Symphony 
Orchestra conducted by Walter Damrosch. 
 
The story so often told about Tchaikovsky’s final Sixth Symphony, the so-called 
“Pathétique,” is a pathetic one. A depressed Russian composer, sad and lonely, writes a 
musical suicide note, a despairing cry from the heart. The myths around the piece extend 
to his personal life at the time and continue to be widely circulated. The verdict in 
Sigmund Spaeth’s Stories Behind the World’s Great Music, an extremely popular guide 
from the late 1930s, is typical: “Some say he committed suicide … It was a pathetic end 
to a pathetic life.” Such views die hard. The 1980 edition of the authoritative New Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians dignified a more recently proposed tale that 
Tchaikovsky committed suicide after appearing before a court of honor. The court 
allegedly condemned his homosexual relationship with a young man from a prominent 
aristocratic family and forced him to kill himself by drinking a glass of contaminated 
water from which he contracted cholera. 
 
The facts seem to tell a different story, beginning with the title of the Symphony. As 
Richard Taruskin, the preeminent scholar of Russian music, explains: “Pateticheskaya 
simfoniya means roughly the same thing Beethoven meant when he called his Sonata in F 
Minor, Op. 57, the Appassionata—impassioned. The Russian title does not have the 
connotations of its better-known French translation—Symphonie Pathétique, ‘a 
symphony of suffering.’” Moreover, neither this title nor any other was to be found when 
Tchaikovsky conducted the premiere on October 28, 1893. According to an oft-repeated 
report from the composer’s younger brother, Modest, it was he who suggested titles, first 
“Tragic” and then “Pateticheskaya.” But a letter written a month earlier by Pyotr 
Jurgenson, Tchaikovsky’s publisher, has recently surfaced that casts doubt on Modest’s 
familiar story, or at least on its chronology. Jurgenson inquired weeks before the 
premiere: “About this Pathétique Symphony of yours. Should it be called not ‘Sixth 
Pathétique Symphony,’ but rather ‘Symphony No. 6, Pathétique.’ Do you agree?” 
 
Tchaikovsky had toyed with other titles earlier. In May 1891 he wrote down the 
following idea for a new symphony: “The ultimate essence of the symphony is Life. First 
movement—all passion, confidence, thirst for life. Must be short (the finale death—the 
                                                 
† These program notes were printed by The Philadelphia Orchestra Association 
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result of collapse.) 2nd movement, love; the 3rd: disappointment; the 4th ends dying 
away (also short).” Tchaikovsky sketched this Symphony in E-flat and began 
orchestrating it, but eventually became dissatisfied and abandoned the work. (A Soviet 
musicologist reconstructed the work in the late 1950s and The Philadelphia Orchestra 
gave its Western Hemisphere premiere in 1962.) 
 
Tchaikovsky started anew in early February 1893, although it seems that some of the 
conceptual ideas from the aborted work were carried over to its successor. In an 
important letter to his nephew Vladimir Davidov (known as Bob), to whom he eventually 
dedicated the Sixth Symphony, Tchaikovsky explained his progress. As emerges in other 
letters over the next few months, after the failure of the “Life” Symphony he was clearly 
elated that he was not burnt out, that he still could come up with fresh ideas: 
 
I want to tell you about the excellent state of mind I’m in so far as my works are 
concerned. You know that I destroyed the symphony I had composed and partly 
orchestrated in the autumn. And a good thing too! … Now, on my travels, the idea for a 
new symphony came to me, this time one with a program, but a program will remain an 
enigma for everyone. Let them try to guess. The work will be called simply ‘A Program 
Symphony (No. 6)’ … The program is completely saturated with subjective feeling and 
quite often on my journey to Odessa, composing it in my mind, I wept profusely. 
 
Tchaikovsky goes on to remark how quickly the composition is coming—the first 
movement in less than four days—and comments on its unusual form: “There will still be 
much that is new in this symphony and the finale will not be a loud allegro, but the 
slowest adagio. You cannot imagine my feelings of bliss now that I am convinced that the 
time has not gone forever and that I can still compose.” 
 
We do not know what the intended program for this “program symphony” was—it 
remains an “enigma,” about which we do indeed have to “guess,” just as Tchaikovsky 
wanted. But given that he died nine days after conducting the premiere of the Sixth 
Symphony, it is hardly surprising that people have guessed—or rather invented—overly 
tragic stories. 
 
Although Tchaikovsky clearly suffered from depression, his spirits during his last year 
were generally high, as shown in the letter to Bob. He wrote to friends and family about 
how proud he was of this particular work. To Bob he declared: “I can tell you in all 
sincerity that I consider this symphony the best thing I have done. In any case, it is the 
most sincere. I love it as I have never loved any of my other musical offspring.” To 
Jurgenson he wrote: “I have honestly never in my life felt so pleased with myself, so 
proud, so happy in the knowledge that I have written something good.” 
 
It would also be a mistake, moreover, to think of the Symphony merely as a provincial 
work by a colorful Russian. By this point in his career Tchaikovsky was a world-
renowned international figure. When Carnegie Hall opened in 1891, he came to conduct 
and lend his fame. (The program listed him as one of the three greatest living 
composers—Brahms and Saint-Saëns being the other two.) One New York review 
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commented that the greatest German music was now being written in Russia. When the 
redoubtable critic Eduard Hanslick heard the Sixth in Vienna he found “not a trace of 
national Russian color … [its] character is downright West European and reveals a nobler 
mind and a more heartfelt interest.” During the summer of 1893, while composing the 
Sixth Symphony, Tchaikovsky received an honorary doctorate from Cambridge 
University. 
 
The story of a “court of honor” ordering Tchaikovsky’s death, first proposed around 
1980, was quickly discredited by Alexander Poznansky, Malcolm Brown, Taruskin, and 
other scholars. There is likewise no evidence of suicide. Indeed, there is no reason to 
believe that the 53-year-old Tchaikovsky thought his end was near in 1893; his health 
appeared to be fine. Modest later told of attending a play with his brother a few days after 
the premiere of the Symphony in St. Petersburg and how during the intermission the topic 
of death came up. “There is plenty of time before we need to reckon with this horror; it 
will not come to snatch us off just yet!” The composer said, adding, “I feel I shall live a 
long time.” 
 
Tchaikovsky conducted the premiere and was disappointed with the reserved response. 
As he wrote to Jurgenson: “Something odd is happening with this symphony: it’s not that 
people don’t like it but are somewhat puzzled by it.” And then he returned to his familiar 
refrain: “So far as I am concerned personally, I am more proud of it than any other of my 
works.” The posthumous performance a few weeks later may have been better prepared 
(reports are not in agreement about Tchaikovksy’s effectiveness as a conductor), included 
the “Pathétique” title, and was enthusiastically received. But by then, of course, any 
performance would have been viewed as a memorial to Russia’s greatest composer. 
 
As Tchaikovsky readily acknowledged, the formal layout of the four-movement 
Symphony is unusual. The first movement begins softly, slowly, and darkly (Adagio), 
from the depths of the orchestra, but soon arrives at a faster tempo (Allegro non troppo). 
Tchaikovsky explores various moods in the movement, with one of the most passionate 
themes at a moderate pace first sung by the violins. The music eventually becomes 
slower and plumbs to the softest sound imaginable in the bassoon (marked pppppp) 
before a shocking fortissimo chord from the full orchestra ushers in a much faster and 
animated middle section. The opening themes return and the movement ends quietly. 
Tchaikovsky briefly alludes to a passage from the Requiem Mass of the Russian 
Orthodox Church with the words “With thy Saints, O Christ, give peace to the soul of thy 
servant,” a quotation that would have been recognized by most of his Russian 
contemporaries and is another clue used to guess the work’s overall program. 
 
The second movement (Allegro con grazia) is an extraordinary waltz in 5/4 time (2 plus 
3), that would be a challenge to dance to (at least with two feet), but sounds delightfully 
normal when heard in this context. The third movement (Allegro molto vivace) is a 
rousing march: Tchaikovsky at his most exciting and brilliantly paced. With the 
breathless closing measures of the movement it is easy to think the Symphony over, but 
we are immediately plunged into the anguished finale, marked Adagio lamentoso. It was 
rare before this work for a symphony to conclude slowly and quietly, although Mahler 
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and others would do so later. The work ends with cellos and basses alone, the depths of 
the orchestra, dying away. 
 
 
